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To 
my god-daughter 
CHRISTINE 
in the hope that this 
may become her story too. 
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Preface 


In attempting to retell these Bible stories [have been conscious of trying to 
do four things. 

First, I have tried to write for children. In so doing I hope I have avoided 
childish writing. The Bible is not childish. Its children grew up quickly ina 
world which was often harsh and uncompromising. Insipid characters 
were rare and reviled. Drama, excitement and danger were never far away. 

Secondly, I have tried to be honest. The Bible narrative is based on 
history. That does not mean that all its stories are historical stories. There 
are stories of inner struggles as well as outer ones. Religiously speaking the 
former are more important than the latter. In my experience this seems to 
worry adults more than children, for whom the inner world is often very 
feal. 

Thirdly, I have tried not to moralize or sermonize. À good story tells 
itself, although sometimes its original context needs explanation. Experi- 
ence has caused me to reject the belief that children should not be given 
these stories until they can understand them. Great stories, like great 
music, poetry and art, are never fully understood. Rather we go on 
unpacking layer after layer of meaning as the years go by. Interpretation 
goes on at a variety of levels. At the heart of all religion lies a mystery. 

Finally, I have tried to keep a balance over the whole of the Bible 
literature. Harsh selection has been unavoidable, but I have given priority 
to those stories which contribute to the development of The Story. The 
Bible is a unified collection of religious experiences. That is the wonder of 
it. Against those experiences we can measure our own and grow accord- 
ingly. That, I believe, is why we have a duty to go on telling these stories. 
That is why our children have a right to hear them. 
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THE BIRTH AND 
CHILDHOOD OF JESUS 


1 
A Dream of Things to Come 


Luke 1: 8-56; Matthew 1: 18-21 (I Samuel 2: 1-10) 


Mary was singing. It was an old song, but that didn’t matter. 
Once, à thousand years ago, it had been sung by a woman 
called Hannah. That was when she had found out she was 
expecting à baby. Now the same thing was happening 
to Mary. Hannah’s son had grown up to become the great 
prophet Samuel. What would Mary’s child become? 

Mary had changed the words ofthe song a bit. She had sung 
it so many times now that she no longer needed to think about 
it. But she couldn’t stop going back again and again over the 
way things had happened. 

It had all started with that vision — à really clear dream in 
broad daylight. One minute she had been sitting on her own. 
The next, everything had changed. The tiny dark room with 
its few pots and pans and hardly any furniture had suddenly 
been full of light, and there stood the messenger. She hadn’t 
even had to ask who he was. She had known straight away. It 
was the Angel Gabriel. Not that knowing that had made her 
feel any better. She had been so frightened she had started 
shaking like a leaf. 

Then she had heard as well as seen. She could still hear that 
voice inside her head. 

‘Greetings,’ Gabriel had said, just like anybody who met 
you in the street. But then he had gone on: ‘Greetings. God is 
with you. You are a very special woman.” 

Mary had gone on shaking. She couldn't stop. 
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The messenger had paused. At last he had seemed to notice. 
‘Don't be frightened,” he had said. 

Mary smiled as she remembered.that. Frightened! She had 
been terrified. 

‘Don't be frightened. I have come to give you good news. 
You are going to have a child, a very special child. It will be à 
boy. You are to call him Jesus. He will be God’s own son. God 
has chosen you to be the mother.” 

At last Mary had found her voice. ‘But who is going to be 
the father?’ she had asked, in a tiny shaking voice. 

‘God himself,” Gabriel had replied. ‘Oh, and one other 
thing. Your Aunt Elizabeth is expecting a baby as well.’ 

Then the messenger had gone. He had simply vanished as 
quickly as he had come. Mary had been left alone sitting in the 
dark room. Who would believe her? Nobody else had seen the 
messenger or heard him speak. Then there was Joseph. What 
would he think? She had been going to marry Joseph, a 
carpenter from Nazareth. Would he believe her story? 

Aunt Elizabeth! Mary had jumped to her feet. Of course! At 
least she could visit her aunt who lived in Jerusalem. Nobody 
else had heard that news. Surely that would prove that she 
hadn't just made it up. 

It had been à long journey but it was true. Aunt Elizabeth 
was going to have à child at last. The two women were 
together in Elizabeth’s house. 

‘But how did you know?’ asked Elizabeth. ‘We haven'’t told 
anybody.” 

Mary told her about her vision. Elizabeth was very quiet for 
a minute, Then she said, ‘Something very strange is happen- 
ing. Fm frightened and excited all at the same time.’ 

‘You see,” she went on, ‘I haven’t told anyone because we 
had à dream too — or rather old Zechariah my husband did. 
You're very young. [’m old enough to be à grandmother but 
l’ve never been able to have children. Then suddenly one day 
in the Temple Zechariah saw an angel just like you did. “Your 
wife is going to have a son,” he said. That's all. And the next 
thing I knew the baby was starting to grow inside me.’ 
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The two women were silent again. They wondered. What 
was so special about them? One was getting old. The other 
was very poor. 

Then Elizabeth spoke again. ‘The angel said our son is to be 
called John,’ she said. 

‘Mine is to be called Jesus,’ replied Mary. 

Mary stayed with Elizabeth for three months. Then she 
went home. There was still Joseph to worry about. He would 
not want to marry her now. But another surprise was waiting 
for her. 

Joseph met her. ‘We’re going to get married after all,’ he 
said. ‘While you were away I had a dream. It was so clear. Ican 
still feel it now. À messenger, an angel, stood right in front of 
me. ‘Marry Mary,” he said. “The child she is going to haveis 
a very special one. It belongs to God himself. She must call it 
Jesus. It’s not your son, but Mary will need you to help look 
after him. You and Mary will have children of your own 
afterwards.”?? 

Three dreams to three different people in three different 
places! And they all said the same thing! Elizabeth had been 
right. Something strange was happening. Mary too felt 
frightened. But she felt excited as well. She started to sing 
again. She didn’t know it, but it was a song which would last 
for ever, a song which would change the world. 
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Born in a Barn 


Luke 2: 1-7 


The donkey plodded along the dusty track. It was heavily 
loaded with bags. At its side walked a man. Upon its back sat 
his wife. Joseph and Mary were on their way to Bethlehem 
from the town of Nazareth where they lived. 

Normally the man would ride on the donkey and the 
woman would walk, but this was not a normal journey. Mary 
was expecting a baby. It was due any day now. Joseph didn't 
want it to be born before they got to Bethlehem. He did not 
want to be travelling at all. 

Nobody liked it but everybody had to do it. The Roman 
Governor had made an order and everybody had to obey it. It 
was this sort of thing which made the Jews hate the Romans. 

‘Every man will take his family and go back to his home 
village to be registered. Then he will be told how much tax he 
has to pay.” That was what the Governor had said. 

Nowadays the Jews were all mixed up but every man knew 
which tribe his family came from. Joseph was proud of the 
fact that he came from the tribe of Judah. King David had 
come from the same tribe. That was enough to make them feel 
important. Usually he would have been quite glad to go back 
to Bethlehem, but this was the worst possible time. 

The road seemed endless. They had to travel so slowly and 
rest often. Other people kept overtaking them. But at last the 
little town of Bethlehem came into sight. Not long now. It 
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would be nice to sleep in a bed again and to know that the baby 
could be born in a proper place. 

The.donkey picked its way down the hillside towards the 
town. Below, the streets looked very full. There were people 
everywhere. Just suppose... No! Joseph did not even want to 
think about it. Suppose everywhere was full up. 

Joseph led the donkey towards the first inn, just inside the 
town. He hammered at the door. The innkeeper opened it and 
glared at him. Before Joseph could say anything the man 
spoke. 

‘No room, no room,’ he shouted, waving his arms. ‘You're 
much too late. There are people knocking at the door all the 
time. We’re full up.” 

Joseph’s face fell. ‘I have to find à room,” he said. ‘My wife is 
expecting a baby at any minute. That’s why we had to travel 
slowly. Can’t you squeeze us in somewhere? 

‘Sorry,’ said the innkeeper. ‘It’s not my fault. I can’t get 
another one in here. There’s two of you and it looks as if there 
might be three of you by morning.’ He laughed. ‘And it will 
be the same everywhere else,’ he added as he shut the door. 

Joseph went back to the donkey. What could he do? A voice 
behind him made him turn round. 

‘Excuse me.” 

“What is it?” asked Joseph. He didn’t want to be pestered by 
a woman selling things at a time like this. 

‘I overheard what you said to my husband at the inn,’ said 
the woman. ‘About your wife expecting a baby. I just came to 
say that the inn really is full, but if you are in trouble you can 
use the barn at the back. It’s not much more than a cave in the 
hillside with a door across, but it’s dry and the wind doesn't 
get in. We use it as a stable for donkeys and cattle.” 

Joseph looked at Mary. She was very tired. She could not 
travel any farther. It would have to do. He turned to the 
woman, nodded and said, ‘Thank you. You are very kind.’ 

Inside, the barn smelt of animals and old straw. But it was 
warm and cosy. It was getting dark. Joseph unloaded the 
donkey and made up a rough bed for Mary. He found an old 
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oil lamp and litit. Its flickering flame threw shadows on to the 
walls of the barn. The animals in one corner looked at them 
but did nothing. Joseph and Mary settled down. 

Late that night the baby was born. The woman from the inn 
came and helped. The new-born baby was wrapped in strips 
of clean rags. The woman placed him in the manger from 
which the cows normally ate their food. ‘He will be safe 
there,” she said. ‘It’s off the ground so there’s no draught and 
he won't get trodden on.’ 

She said ‘good night’ and went back to the inn. 

Outside it was a dark and windy night. Joseph knew he 
would not get much sleep but he was glad to be indoors. 
There must be people still out on the hillside but they would 
not trouble him. Nobody knew they were here. 

But he was wrong. 
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5. 
The Night Visitors 


Euker2 620 


The night was dark. The clouds, pushed by the west wind, 
moved quickly in front of the stars. There was no moon. 

Up on the hills à small group of shepherds kept watch. 
They listened for those small noises in the night which might 
tell them that a wolf or a jackal was after their sheep. There 
was nothing — only the sound of the wind. 

Suddenly, without warning, something strange began to 
happen. The clouds to the east began to grow lighter. It could 
not be the dawn. It was still the middle of the night. The light 
got stronger and stronger. The shepherds became uneasy. 
They began to move closer together. 

‘What is it?’ asked one. His voice shook. 

‘T’ve never seen anything like it,” said another. 

The light in the cloud became brighter and brighter. By 
now the shepherds were huddled together, looking upwards. 
They felt safer together. They were brave men but they were 
all becoming frightened. The light grew brighter still. It 
seemed to move straight towards them out of the cloud. 

‘Get down,’ whispered one of the shepherds. He was speak- 
ing to himself as much as to the others but they all fell to the 
ground. The light was now as bright as the full moon shining 
on them. Everywhere else seemed to be in darkness. One or 
two of the shepherds pulled their cloaks over their faces. 
Others buried their heads in their arms. 

Some powerful force was near them. They could feel it but 
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they could see nothing — only the bright light all around them. 
It had stopped moving now but to the shepherds it was like a 
blinding torch in their eyes. 

Suddenly out of the night a voice spoke to them. ‘Don't be 
frightened,” it said. ‘I have come to bring you good news. In 
the town of Bethlehem à baby has been born. He is the Christ 
child, the Saviour ofthe world. Go and worship him. You will 
find him lying in a manger.” 

The brightness went out ofthe light. The shepherds looked 
up. They clambered to their feet and looked around. There 
was nothing there. But the vision was not over yet. 

The sky glowed again. This time it was a softer light 
spreading right across the eastern sky. À distant sound of 
voices echoed across the hills. They sang, ‘Glory to God in the 
highest; peace to all men on earth.” 

Slowly the sound faded. The darkness returned. The 
shepherds rubbed their eyes and looked at one another. 
‘What's happening?’ ‘What was it?’ ‘Did we imagine it? They 
all started to ask questions. Nobody gave any answers. 

The babble of questions stopped. They were less frightened 
now. 

‘Come on,’ said the head shepherd. 

‘Where to?’ 

‘Down to Bethlehem, of course. It’s the only way to find 
out if we’ve been imagining things.” 

‘What about the sheep? 

‘They will be safe,” replied the leader, ‘if God is really here.’ 

The shepherds hurried down the hillside. They came to the 
track which led into the small town. Everywhere was in 
darkness — except one small building. 

‘Somebody at the inn is still awake,’ whispered one of the 
shepherds. 

‘It's not the inn, it's the stable next door.’ 

The shepherds stopped. 

À stable! Of course. Where else would they find à manger? 

The voice had said that this baby was to be found in a manger 
of all places. 
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Starting to feel frightened again, the shepherds turned and 
crept towards the door where the light was. Slowly they 
pushed # open. 

À smell of warm straw and animals met them. An oil lamp 
burned. There on the straw lay a young woman. Next to her 
sat a man. He stood up as the shepherds came in. 

‘What do you want?’ asked Joseph. ‘Please don’t disturb us 
any more. My wife has just had a baby.” He pointed to à small 
bundle lying in a manger. ‘She is very tired. She needs to sleep. 
We want to be left in peace.” | 

‘Peace,’ replied the head shepherd. ‘Peace. That is what 
your child is going to bring. Peace to the world.’ 

Softly and quietly the shepherds told Mary and Joseph what 
had happened to them out on the hillside. Mary was silent. She 
said nothing but she remembered what had been said to her 
months before. She did not understand but she knew she 
would never forget this moment. 

The shepherds left. They could not find all the right words 
to say, but it did not matter. They sang and danced around as 
they made their way back up the hillside. Something wonder- 
ful had happened. And the sheep were perfectly safe — just as 
they had left them. 
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Dark Strangers from the East 


Matthew 2: 1-12 


Everyone in Jerusalem was talking about it. The visitors had 
begun it with their questions. 

They had ridden in from the desert, the three of them, on 
their camels. It was easy to see that they had come from the 
East. They were dark-skinned and proud. They were wise 
too. You could see that in their faces. And yet what strange 
questions they asked. 

‘Where is the new king?’ they wanted to know. ‘We have 
seen the signs across the western sky. Where can we find the 
royal child, born à little while ago? 

People shook their heads. There was no new king. There 
was only old Herod up at the palace. He wasn't new. He had 
been King of the Jews for a long time. Nobody trusted him, 
least of all the Romans who really ruled the country. It would 
be nice to get rid of him. 

Who were these dark strangers? What did they know? What 
signs had they seen to make them so sure that something 
important had happened? What had made them travel hun- 
dreds of miles across the desert sand? Were they kings them- 
selves? Or did they know secrets that were hidden from other 
men? 

Herod heard about them, of course. And he was worried. 
He invited them to his palace. When they came in he was 
sitting on his throne, dressed in purple. He tried to look like a 
king but it wasn’t easy. He was short and fat and very ugly. 
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His eyes moved quickly from side to side. ‘Welcome, good 
sirs,’ he said, trying to smile. 

Thethree tall strangers bowed low. They were very polite. 

Herod liked that. He spoke again: ‘What can we do for you? 
It has been said that you are looking for a royal child recently 
born. We do not know of such a child. Tell us more.’ 

The tallest of the three visitors stepped forward. He spoke 
quietly but clearly: ‘We know a great event has taken place 
here in recent days. Somewhere à child has been born who 
will change the world. He must become a great king. We 
thought we must find him here in Jerusalem.’ 

Herod thought for a moment. Yes, they were clever. His 
own wise men were really rather stupid but they had told him 
what he wanted to know. These three did not know all the 
sayings about à Messiah, a great Saviour who would free the 
people. Could it have started to happen? Herod did not want 
any trouble. But if anybody could find out about such a child 
these three men could. 

Herod spoke up. He chose his words carefully. ‘The child 
you want will not be here,’ he said. ‘If such a king is born our 
sacred books tell us it will happen in Bethlehem. It is very 
near. You have my permission to go there straight away to see 
if you can find him.’ 

The three men thanked him and started to leave. Herod 
called them back. ‘When you have found the child,’ he said, 
‘come back here and tell me. Then I can go and visit him as 
well. ? 

The visitors bowed and left the palace. They mounted their 
camels and disappeared into the night. Once out of the city 
they turned to the south, towards Bethlehem. Above them the 
stars shone brightly. One star in particular was very bright. 
That had been their sign all along. 

Bethlehem was only ten kilometres away. The Journey was 
quickly over. Now they seemed to be right underneath the 
star. It took them no time at all to find Mary and Joseph and 
the young Jesus. 

The three kingly men bowed low to get in the door of the 
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little house where the family now lived. It was a strange scene. 
They knelt on the floor and solemnly gave the gifts they had 
brought. They were not presents for a baby or a little boy. 
They were gifts for a king — gold and frankincense and myrrh. 
Then they bowed and left. 

Back in Jerusalem Herod waited — and waited. Nobody 
came. He began to get impatient. À new king indeed! Let 
them find him and then he would soon show everybody who 
was the real king. Where had those men got to? He would 
have to look for them. He sent à messenger to Bethlehem. 

A few hours later the messenger returned. He looked fright- 
ened. 

‘What is the matter?’ demanded Herod. 

‘Your Majesty,” stammered the man, ‘the three strange 
visitors went away the day after they left here. From Beth- 
lehem they went straight back into the desert from where they 
came. No one knows where that is.’ 

Herod was furious. He knew he had been tricked. 

But the messenger did not tell all that he had learned. It was 
said that the three men had been warned in a dream not to go 
back to Herod. They had done what they came to do, but no 
one knew which child they had visited. 


se) 


When a Boy Becomes a Man 


PuRe 25952 


‘Where can he have got to? Have you seen Jesus anywhere? I 
can’t find him.’ 

‘No, I thought he was-with you.’ 

‘He hasn’t been with me since we left Jerusalem yesterday. 
He’s à man now, you know. He won't travel with the women 
and children any more. I thought he must be with all you 
men.” Mary’s voice sounded anxious. 

‘But I haven’t seen him since we left the Temple,’ replied 
Joseph. ‘That’s a whole day and night ago.’ 

Everybody had stopped. There must have been a hundred 
or more people in the party. The Passover festival was over 
for another year. Now they were all going home together, 
back to Nazareth. 

Ever since they had gone back to Nazareth to live, Mary 
and Joseph had gone on this trip to the Jerusalem Temple 
every spring at Passover time. This one had been special. Jesus 
was twelve and would soon be thirteen. In the eyes of every- 
body he was now a man. When they got back he would sit 
downstairs in the synagogue with the other men. No longer 
would he be in the gallery with the women and young 
children. But where was he? Nobody had seen him at all. 

‘We shall have to go back,’ Mary said. 

Joseph groaned. She was right, of course, but what a nuis- 
ance! It would add another two days to the journey and they 
would have to travel alone. Why couldn’t he behave like a 
grown-up if he wanted to be one? 
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Mary and Joseph separated their own donkey from the 
others, said goodbye to their friends and turned back. 

Jerusalem was less crowded now. Many of the pilgrims and 
tourists had gone. But where could Jesus be? They searched 
the narrow streets near the place where they had stayed. No 
one had seen him. 

Finally they climbed wearily up the steps to the Temple 
area. Surely he would not still be in there. 

AI around the huge courtyard sat groups of men. It was 
always like that. Joseph smiled. We Jews, he thought. Anyone 
would think we never had any work to do. Everybody was 
arguing. How they enjoyed it! As they walked between the 
groups Joseph and Mary could hear the chatter. ‘Was it right 
to do that? Can't we do this? What did Moses mean when he 
said. ...” Questions, questions, questions. They went on and 
on. The deep voices of the men arguing were all around. 

Suddenly a much younger voice could be heard across the 
other side of the courtyard. Mary spun round and pushed her 
way between the groups. She knew that voice. But she could 
hardly believe what she saw. 

À group of very old men sat in a circle on the courtyard 
stones. Their beards were long and their backs were bent. For 
many years they had met here to talk and to argue. They were 
some of the wisest men in all Jerusalem. But now they were 
not talking; they were listening. There at one side ofthe group 
sat Jesus. He looked so young but he sounded so grown-up. 
Some of the old men were nodding; others smiling. 

Jesus looked up. He saw Mary looking down at him. The 
old men followed his eyes. Mary suddenly realized they had 
all stopped talking and were looking at her. She didn't know 
what to say. She was very angry and proud all at the same 
time. 

‘Son,’ she said at last, ‘what are you doing to us? Your father 
and I have been worried stiff. We were half-way back to 
Nazareth before we missed you. Where have you been? What 
are you doing? We should be home by now.’ 

There was silence. Then Jesus said, ‘But you must have 
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known where I was. Where else could I be except in the House 
of God, my real Father? 

Jesus stood up and smiled at the old men. ‘It looks as 1fI shall 
have to be going now,’ he said, ‘but I shall be back.” He walked 
off with Mary and Joseph. 

The old men looked at one another. ‘When that young man 
becomes à bit older he is going to be quite famous,’ said one. 

The journey back to Nazareth was very quiet. Mary did not 
know whether to be worried or happy. What sort of person 
was this son of hers? He was so special that she was almost 
frightened. What would happen to him? 

Jesus was thinking too. He knew he had to go back to 
Jerusalem and the Temple. He had done nothing wrong. He 
was a grown-up now. But for the time being he had to stay at 
home and work and learn much more. 
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6 
A Loud and Angry Voice 


Matthew 3: 1-10; Luke 3: 7-11 


It all began by the side of à river. The River Jordan flowed 
along the very edge of the desert. The nearest town was 
Jericho. Jerusalem was forty-three kilometres away up a long, 
hot, winding road. 

The man who was causing all the excitement had the 
appearance of a man of the desert. His skin was brown and 
dry. He was tall and thin but very strong. His black beard was 
long and straggly. He wore only à loincloth. His shoulders, 
chest, legs and arms were bare. It was said that the only things 
he had to eat were locusts and honey from the nests of wild 
bees. But the most noticeable thing about him was his eyes. 
They shone like pools of liquid fire. 

‘He is a prophet,’ the people were saying. ‘There hasn’t been 
anyone like this for hundreds of years.” Every day the crowds 
which came from the towns to see him grew bigger and 
bigger. 

The man was John. He seemed like a prophet all right. He 
preached in a way which made people listen. His voice was 
loud and sometimes angry but it did not frighten people away. 
They called him John the Baptizer, or John the Baptist for 
short. From time to time he would walk into the river and 
baptize men and women. These were people who believed 
what he had to say. They were promising to live a better life. 
To show that they meant it John dipped them in the water. It 
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was a sign that they were washing away their old life. When 
they came out ofthe water it was as ifthey were starting a new 
life — like being born all over again. 

Today the crowd was bigger than usual. People nudged one 
another. They pointed. ‘Look who has come,’ they said. 

At one side stood a small group of priests. They had come 
all the way down from the Jerusalem Temple to see what was 
going on. They stood together, dressed in their fine robes. 
The people were a bit frightened of them. Would John be 
frightened too? 

The crowd did not have long to wait to find out. John 
looked across at the little group of priests. He knew why they 
had come. It was to try and catch him out, not to listen to what 
he had to say. A look of scorn crossed his face. His fierce eyes 
seemed to burn right through them. His voice was strong and 
his words were hard. ‘You nest of snakes,’ he suddenly roared, 
‘who told you to come here?’ 

The crowd gasped. One or two grinned. Nobody ever 
spoke to Temple priests like that. The priests looked uncom- 
fortable, but John gave them no time to answer. ‘Are you 
running away from the Temple or from God?’ he asked. 

He turned to face everybody. ‘God is angry,’ he went on, 
‘and l’m not surprised. Do you know what God is like? l’Il tell 
you. Just now heis like an angry fruit farmer with an axe in his 
hand at harvest time. He’s just discovered that some of his 
trees have no fruit on them. He’s going to chop some of you 
down.” 

John paused. He looked all around. Very few people could 
look straight back into those powerful eyes. Then he spoke 
again. 

‘And be warned. It won't be any use saying “We’re special, 
we've always been in this orchard””. That will just make it 
worse. 

À man in the crowd spoke up. ‘That's all very well,” he said, 
‘but tell us what we have to do. Should we make more 
sacrifices?” 

‘Yes,’ said John, ‘but not the sort of sacrifices they make in 
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the Temple.” He pointed to the priests. ‘You can start right 
here and now.” 

Among the crowd were lots of poor people. Some of them 
were little more than beggars. 

‘Look,’ said John to the man who had asked the question. 
‘Some people here have only a few rags, others have fine 
clothes and can afford jackets as well as coats. Some do not 
have enough to eat, others have too much. Share what you 
have with those who do not have enough. That’s what God 
wants you to do.’ 

À few people began to move away, the little group of 
priests among them. They did not like what John was saying: 
they knew it was true but they did not want to do as he asked. 

‘This man is dangerous,’ said one of the priests to another. 
‘We must find some way of getting rid of him.” 
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Someone Else Is Coming 


Matthew 3: 11-17; Luke 3: 12-22 


John the Baptist was down by the river again. The crowd was 
bigger than ever. John had finished preaching. People started 
to ask him questions. 

One man stepped forward. He was a tax-collector and he 
had very few friends. ‘I want you to baptize me,’ he said. ‘But 
first tell me how I can be different from what I am now.’ 

‘Collect the taxes you have to,’ replied John, ‘but not a 
penny more.” 

There was a murmur in the crowd. Everyone knew that 
tax-collectors usually took more than they were supposed to. 
The extra money went into their own pockets. That was why 
they were so rich and why people hated them. 

À soldier stepped forward. ‘And what about me?’ he asked. 

‘You be happy with your wages as well,’ answered John, 
‘and don'’tuse your sword and your strength to bully people.’ 

The tax-collector and the soldier went into the water with 
John. The crowd went quiet as John baptized them. 

In the silence à man turned to his friend and said, ‘Do you 
think he’s just a prophet? Perhaps he’s the Messiah, the prom- 
ised king we’ve been waiting for all these years.” 

John overheard him. His voice came across like thunder. 
‘No,’ he roared, ‘someone is coming who is far greater than I 
am. Why, I wouldn't even dare to get on my knees to undo his 
shoes.” 
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Just at that moment another figure stepped forward. Like 
John he was tall and strong. Unlike John he was gentle and 
quiet. One or two people knew him as à carpenter from the 
town of Nazareth in the north. His name was Jesus. 

He stood in front of John. ‘Baptize me,’ he said quietly. 

The two men faced each other. Their eyes met. John was the 
first to look down. ‘I can't,’ he gasped. 

The people were very surprised. In front of Jesus he 
suddenly didn't look very strong any more. 

‘I can't,’ he repeated. ‘It is you who should baptize me.’ 

‘Do as I ask,” said Jesus. ‘This is where [ must start.” 

John stood still for a moment. Then he turned quickly and 
they both went into the water. John placed his arm round 
Jesus’ shoulder. He held him as he lay back in the water and 
then helped him to his feet again. The crowd had gone very 
quiet. 

For a moment Jesus stood as if lost in a trance. 

‘What's the matter?’ whispered John. ‘Are you all right?” 

‘Now I know for sure,’ answered Jesus. ‘As I came up from 
the water I had a clear vision of God. A voice said to me quite 
clearly, “You are my beloved Son and I am well pleased.””? 

He turned to John. 

‘T must go away for a while,’ he said. 

The river was not deep. Instead of coming back to the 
crowd Jesus turned and waded across to the other bank. 
Beyond lay the desert. The crowd started to drift away. 

Just then some soldiers galloped up. They made straight for 
John and drew their swords. 

‘You are under arrest,’ said the officer. 

‘What for?’ asked John. 

‘For treason,’ came the reply. ‘You have said evil things 
against Herod the king and against other leaders of the 
people.” 

John stood where he was. À few of the crowd were still 
near. Will he run or will he fight? they wondered. 

John just laughed. He looked straight back at the officer and 
held out his hands. 
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‘Do what you like with me,’ the people heard him say. ‘My 


work is finished. 
He walked away with the soldiers to go to prison. 
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The Easy Way and the Hard 
Way 


Matthew 4: 1-11; Luke 4: 1-13 


Jesus walked into the desert. During the day the sun was very 
hot, but at night when the moon and the stars came out it 
suddenly went very cold. There was nothing to eat. It did not 
matter. He wanted to be alone — alone with the sun, the moon, 
and the stars, to feel close to the earth and close to God. He 
knew he was God’s chosen messenger. How should he 
behave? He knew he had the power to do anything. How 
should he use his power? He wanted to pray and to think. 
Nobody else could help him now. 

As the days went by, strange pictures came to him. One 
night the Devil stood in front of him. Jesus was feeling very, 
very hungry. 

‘Here you are,’ said the Devil. ‘Here are lots of stones. If you 
are really the Son of God change them into loaves of bread. 
You needn’t go hungry again. You can always live well and 
people will respect you.’ 

Jesus thought. It was tempting. If he used his power in 
that way he would never have to worry about food. No! It 
would make his life easier than other people’s. The Devil was 
wrong. 

‘Man does not live by bread alone,’ said Jesus. ‘To live well 
means much more than just having plenty to eat. There are 
more important things in life.’ 

Another day Jesus saw himself standing on the highest 
point of the Temple in Jerusalem. The Devil was there with 
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him. As they looked down they could see all the people 
looking upwards. 

‘Go on,’ said the Devil. ‘Jump off. If you are God’s son, God 
will look after you. He will probably send a squadron of 
angels along to catch you and lower you gently to the ground. 
Think how the people will cheer. They will know for certain 
who you are.” 

‘No,’ said Jesus. ‘It is written in our Scriptures that we 
should not tempt God. I would be the sort of messenger who 
asks for special favours. I will not behave like that.’ 

Finally Jesus saw himself on top of a high mountain. He 
could see for miles and miles. It seemed as if all the world were 
underneath him. 

The Devil came to him again and said, ‘Look, just be like me 
and you can control the whole world. Force people to obey 
you. Tell them to love your God. Ifthey refuse, destroy them. 
Be like me and conquer the world.” 

‘No!’ shouted Jesus. ‘Never.’ He knew this was the biggest 
temptation of all. The message he had to give was that men 
should love one another. As John the Baptist had told them, 
they must help each other. Jesus knew what he had to do. He 
had to preach God’s message of love, but he had to live it as 
well. Men and women would only believe him if he believed 
in it himself. 

Jesus turned and went back towards the cities. He had come 
through the desert. It was time to put into practice what he 
had learned. He must love all the time. He must do what was 
best for other people and not think of himself. He had to show 
people what God was like, not just tell them. It would be hard 
but he knew now what had to be done. 
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g 
Let’s Go Fishing for Men 


Matthew 4: 18-22; Mark 1: 16-20; Luke 5: 1-11 


Jesus made his way back home. He would start his work there 
with people who knew him. His home was near Lake Galilee. 
Many of his friends were fishermen on the lake. They had 
known one another since they were children. As a carpenter 
Jesus had sometimes helped them to mend their boats. 

There were always people down by the lake. Jesus went 
down to the edge of the water. He started to talk to people. A 
crowd began to gather. Soon there were so many that Jesus 
could not make himself heard. He was being pushed into the 
water. 

Nearby was a boat. It belonged to a fisherman called Simon. 
Jesus knew Simon well. He was a strong man who worked in 
all weathers. Everybody liked him because he worked his 
heart out at everything he did. Not that he always did the 
sensible thing. Sometimes he was so enthusiastic that he didn't 
stop to think. He was like à man trying to beat a door down 
when the key was in the lock all the time. Today he looked 
very fed up. 

‘Can I borrow your boat, Simon?’ asked Jesus. 

‘Of course,’ came the reply. ‘But I hope you're not going 
fishing.” 

‘Why not?’ asked Jesus. 

‘Because the fish have all gone on holiday,” replied Simon. 
‘T’ve been out there all night in the freezing cold and I haven’t 
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caught one. I might as well have gone to bed like everyone 
cer 

Jesus laughed. ‘’m not catching fish at the moment,’ he 
said, ‘but may I borrow your boat just the same? 

‘Help yourself,’ said Simon. 

Jesus got in the boat and pushed it a few metres from the 
shore. Now he could see all the people. His voice carried 
clearly across the water. 

‘God is a loving father,’ said Jesus. ‘We are his children. He 
wants us to love one another.’ 

Jesus talked on and on. He told stories and everyone lis- 
tened, even the fishermen. Simon was busy mending his nets 
but he stopped and listened too. So did his brother Andrew. 

Jesus finished talking. He rowed in to the shore. ‘Come on,” 
he said to Simon, ‘jump in.” 

They rowed out from the shore. 

‘Throw your nets in there,’ said Jesus. 

Simon looked at him, shrugged his shoulders and threw his 
net overboard. Then he leaned over to pull it in. The boat 
nearly went under. The net was so full of fish Simon could not 
hold it. ‘Help! he shouted. 

Andrew, Simon’s brother, and two other fishermen on the 
shore jumped into another boat and rowed out. Together they 
towed the heavy net back to shore. 

Simon did not know what to say but, being Simon, he said 
it just the same. ‘You show me up, Jesus,” he said. ‘There's 
something so different about you that I feel bad when you're 
around. You don't want to stay here with the likes of me.’ 

‘m not staying around here,’ said Jesus. ‘T want to go 
fishing.” 

“What!” exclaimed the four fishermen. ‘Not again! We’ve 
got enough here to last a week.’ 

Jesus laughed again. ‘No, l’ve got much bigger things to 
catch,” he said. ‘Tm going fishing for men. l’m going to catch 
them for God. Come with me.’ 

The four men looked at one another. How would they live? 
What about their families? But, as Simon had said, there was 
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something special about Jesus. It was a challenge. Before the 
other three could speak Simon had said, ‘Yes, we’ll come.’ 

They finished unloading the fish, drew their boats on to the 
shore and got ready. 

‘Where are we going?’ asked Simon. 

‘We’Il start over there,’ said Jesus, pointing across the lake, 
‘in the town of Capernaum.” 

They began to walk. 

‘Oh, one other thing,’ said Jesus. 

‘Yes?’ said Simon. 

‘m going to give you another name,’ said Jesus. 

‘Oh, what?’ asked Simon. 

‘Petros,’ said Jesus. “Rock.” 

‘Why? asked Simon. 

‘Well, your friends might say you had a head like a lump of 
rock sometimes,” replied Jesus. ‘But the real reason is that 
you’re as solid and reliable as a mountain. That’s why I want 
you. 

The others laughed and nodded. ‘Petros, yes, Peter. That’s a 
good name.’ 
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Teaching in Capernaum 
Synagogue 


Mark 1: 21-39; Matthew 5: 38 


It was a Saturday, the holy day of the Jews. The law said that 
no one was allowed to do any work on the sabbath day. 
Everyone in Capernaum was going to worship in the 
synagogue. Jesus went to the synagogue too. 

The congregation sang some psalms. The sacred scroll was 
brought from its place by the wall. It was carried into the 
pulpit. There it was read aloud. Then the leader of the 
synagogue looked down and said, ‘I have asked Jesus, the 
carpenter from Nazareth, to speak to us this morning.’ Jesus 
was well known in Capernaum. It was not far from Nazareth 
where he had lived for nearly thirty years. 

Jesus stood up, walked to the front and climbed into the 
pulpit. Sermons were often boring. This one was different. As 
Jesus spoke, the people in the synagogue became very still and 
quiet. 

‘In the Scriptures,’ said Jesus, ‘it says, ‘An eye for an eye, a 
tooth for a tooth”. But I say to you, don’t hurt anyone who 
does anything bad to you. If an enemy hits you, let him hit you 
again. When someone does bad things to you, you do good 
things.” 

‘What's he saying?’ whispered a man in the congregation. 
‘Our religious leaders don't normally say things like that.” 

‘They usually send me to sleep,’ answered his friend. He 
looked round. Up in the gallery even the children with their 
mothers were listening. Some were too young to understand, 
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but they could feel that something different was happening. 

Suddenly the silence was broken. À man down in the 
congregation had jumped to his feet. ‘What are you trying to 
do to us?’ he shouted up at Jesus. ‘Are you trying to get us 
wiped out?” 

Jesus stopped and looked down at the man. 

‘Tknow who you are,’ the man shouted, ‘you’re God’s holy 
man. 

By now Jesus had come down from the pulpit. He stood 
facing the wild-eyed man. Jesus spoke quietly but firmly. 
‘Keep quiet,’ he ordered. ‘Let him go.’ 

It was as if the man had à devil in him. He shook all over, 
and slowly, still shaking, he sank on to the seat. For a few 
minutes he sat there shaking and whimpering like à baby. 
Suddenly he was calm again and his friends held him and gave 
him water to drink. 

The service was over. Jesus left with his fishermen friends. 
Other people stayed behind chattering. ‘What was that all 
about?” they asked one another. ‘He seemed very sure about 
what he was saying.” 

‘Did you see what happened at the end?’ said one man. ‘It 
was as 1f a devil recognized him and then had to do what Jesus 
told him. There’s something very strong about that man from 
Nazareth. He’s quite different from other religious teachers.” 

The people went home still talking about what had hap- 
pened. Soon the news was all over the town. Everyone 
wanted to see Jesus but he could not be found anywhere. First 
he went back to Simon Peter’s house. Early next morning he 
went out of town on his own to be quiet with God. When his 
friends found him they said, ‘Come on back into town. 
Everyone’s looking for you.’ 

‘No,’ said Jesus. ‘Let’s go somewhere else and not stay in 
one place.” 
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AN 
Healing the Leper 


Mark 1: 40-45; Leviticus 13: 14 


One day Jesus met a leper. Lepers were very sick and sad 
people. Because of their illness they were sent out of the towns 
to live on their own in caves. No one went near them for fear 
of catching the dreaded illness. Sometimes a friend would go 
out and leave food by the road. When the road was clear the 
leper would come out and collect it. 

This leper came out on to the track right in front of Jesus. 
Jesus’ followers stepped back but Jesus stood still. The leper 
looked à dreadful sight. Parts of his ears and his nose were 
already being eaten away by the disease. He had bound old 
rags around his fingers and feet. His clothes were dirty. He 
knelt down in front of Jesus. ‘Help me,’ he said. ‘T’ve heard 
about you. You have all sorts of power inside you. If you want 
to, you can make me better.” 

Jesus looked at him. Once this man had been happy. Now 
he was dying very slowly. And he was all alone. Every time 
anybody came near him he was supposed to shout ‘Unclean, 
unclean!” Jesus felt very sorry for him. He could do something 
for him. Then he remembered those days in the desert. Should 
he use his powers? Yes, it was all right ifhe really used them to 
help others. The temptation had been to use them to show off 
and get attention. 

Jesus put out his hand. Behind him Peter and the other 
fishermen gasped. Nobody ever touched a leper. But that was 
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exactly what Jesus did. He placed his hand on the leper’s head 
and said, ‘Of course I want to — be clean!” 

The leper stood up. He smiled for the first time for many 
months. The scars on his face were already beginning to fade. 
He suddenly felt well again. He began to tear at the bandages 
on his hands. Now he was laughing, shouting, jumping up 
and down. 

‘Stop,’ cried Jesus. ‘Stop and listen to me.’ His voice was 
stern. 

The leper stood still; the smile left his face. Jesus looked 
very serious. Would he take back the power he had given? 

‘What I have done for you is something that only you andI 
know about,’ Jesus said. ‘You are to say nothing to anybody. I 
healed you because I was sorry for you, that's all. I don’t want 
anybody else to know about it.’ 

‘But [’m so happy,’ said the leper. ‘I want to go back into 
town and tell everybody.’ 

‘You can tell them you are cured,’ replied Jesus, ‘but don’t 
tell them how it happened. You know our laws. Sometimes 
people are thought to have leprosy and they are mistaken. 
What happens then?” 

‘Itis written in the law of Moses,’ the man answered, ‘that I 
should go to the priest. He will look closely to see that my skin 
is clean. Then he will shut me up for seven days. IfI am still all 
right there will be a ceremony of cleansing. Then all the 
people will welcome me back.’ 

‘That's right,’ said Jesus. ‘Go and keep the laws, but 
remember: show people you are well again but don’ttellthem 
how it happened.? 

‘I won't, I won't,’ shouted the man as he ran off down the 
road to the town. 

But he did. He couldn’t keep it to himself. He told everyone 
and they all began to look for Jesus to do things for them. 
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E2 
The Day the Roof Fell In 


Mark 2: 1-14 


Jesus was back in Capernaum. Soon the news spread that he 
was in town. Jesus wanted to talk to people —to tell them what 
he knew of God. He didn't even have a chance to get out of the 
house. Faces appeared at the windows. Children were held up 
to see him. When the door was opened everybody crowded 
in. 

Jesus started to talk to them there and then. Some listened 
but many just pushed and shoved to see this man in the news. 

Outside, the crowd spread across the road and went all 
round the house. Suddenly while Jesus was talking, the roof 
above his head began to give way. A foot appeared through it 
and all the people in the house screamed. They tried to push 
back to the door but the crowd outside was still pushing to get 
in. 

The foot disappeared. Then another pile of dust and mud 
came down a little farther along. The foot came through the 
ceiling again. It happened a third and a fourth time. Now there 
was a big hole in the roof. For a minute everybody in the room 
could see the blue sky through the hole. Next à man's face 
appeared at the hole, looking down at Jesus. 

Some people in the room laughed. The roof wasn'’t falling 
in after all. It was just some of the crowd who couldn’t get in. 
They had climbed up on to the flat roof where the owner slept 
on very hot nights, and made a hole. One man wasn’t pleased. 
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He was the owner of the house. But there was nothing he 
could do except shout — and nobody took any notice. 

The: face disappeared and another foot came through a 
metre away. Ît happened again and again. Were they taking 
the whole roof off? The hole was getting very big indeed. 

‘If you’re sleeping up there tonight be careful your bed 
doesn't fall through,’ called a voice. 

More people laughed — but then suddenly a bed did fall 
through. What was more, it had a man on it. The laughter 
stopped dead. 

The bed didn't fall on the people. It hung in the air, swaying 
backwards and forwards. The people in the room could see 
that it was held by ropes at each end. Nor was it a proper bed. 
It was a thin mattress, not much thicker than a blanket. 

Slowly the man was lowered to the ground right at Jesus” 
feet. Jesus looked up and saw four faces peering through the 
hole. He had to smile. Everyone in the room had stopped 
talking. 

‘Sorry,’ said one of the faces. ‘He’s our friend. He’s para- 
lysed. We just had to get him to you but the crowd kept us out. 
You will do something for him, won't you?” 

Jesus looked at the man. He was very young. He lay on the 
floor. He could not move. Jesus spoke. He said something 
strange. My son,’ he said, ‘your sins are forgiven.” 

At the back of the room there was a whisper. Two scribes 
stood there. They were very religious men. Their job was to 
write out the law. Because they did that all the time they gotto 
know all the laws better than anybody else. People were 
frightened of them. 

‘Did you hear that?’ said one to the other. ‘He said “Your 
sins are forgiven””. Whatever next? 

‘Yes, I heard,’ replied the other scribe. ‘Who does he think 
he is — God? Only God can forgive sins.’ 

Jesus overheard them. ‘What are you mumbling about? he 
asked. Everybody turned to look at the scribes. ‘What does it 
matter whether I say “Your sins are forgiven” or “Get up and 
go”? It’s all the same thing. I have the power to do it.” 
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All this time the young man had been slowly getting to his 
feet. He shook and wobbled, but one or two people helped 
him. 

Jesus turned back to him. ‘Off you go,” he said. ‘Just roll up 
that mattress and be on your way.” 

The crowd parted and the man staggered to the door. 

Up on the roof there was a shout. ‘He’s done it!’ Footsteps 
clattered across the roof and down the outside stairs. 

Jesus began to talk again, but some people began to drift 
away. Their excitement was over. They had had their fun. A 
few stayed behind. They wanted to get to know Jesus better. 

Along with Peter, Andrew, James and John another eight 
men were asked by Jesus to stay with him all the time. So there 
were now twelve of them. As one of them said, ‘Jacob had 
twelve sons who started the twelve tribes of Israel. Now Jesus 
has twelve followers. Perhaps God is starting to build his 
nation all over again.’ 
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13 
Breaking the Rules 


Mark 2: 23 —- 3: 6 


Jesus was not always happy and smiling. Sometimes he got 
very angry. One of those days was another Saturday, the 
Jewish sabbath day. 

À long, long time before Jesus was born a lot of rules had 
been made about making the sabbath different from other 
days. 

The rules were supposed to make sure that nobody had to 
work on that day. Everybody should be able to rest and 
everybody should be free to go to the synagogue. The first 
law simply said, ‘Remember the sabbath day and keep it holy’. 
Sometimes a man would not know whether something he 
wanted to do was right and holy or not. Then he would go to a 
lawyer and say, ‘Can Ido this on the sabbath day?’ The lawyer 
would look in his books and think, and say ‘Yes’ or ‘No’. 
Usually he said ‘No’. By the time Jesus was born there were 
over one thousand five hundred things which couldn’t be 
done on Saturdays. À cripple wasn’t even allowed to use his 
stick. That was carrying things, said the lawyers, and carrying 
things was working — which was wrong. 

The rules which once made people feel free now made them 
feel like slaves. There were so many rules that whatever they 
did they were bound to be breaking one of them. 

On this particular Saturday two things happened. First, 
Jesus and his twelve special friends were walking to the 
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synagogue. On the way the path went through a cornfield. As 
they walked along one or two of Jesus’ disciples reached out 
and picked some ears of corn. They rubbed them in their 
hands, blew away the husks and ate the kernel which was left. 
They were chatting happily. 

Suddenly Andrew looked up. ‘Oh, dear, look out, were 
being watched,’ he said. 

The others followed his gaze. There at the end of the field 
were two Pharisees looking all prim and proper. 

As Jesus and his friends reached them one of the Pharisees 
spoke. ‘We saw you,’ he said, ‘working on the sabbath, break- 
ing the law.” 

‘What have we done now? groaned one of Jesus’ followers. 

‘You were rubbing ears of corn,’ said the Pharisee. ‘That 1s 
the same as grinding, and grinding corn on the sabbath is 
forbidden. 

Jesus interrupted. ‘The sabbath,’ he said, ‘was made for 
people. It is to allow them to be free and to rest. À moment 
ago we were happily enjoying ourselves. We weren’t harming 
anyone. You make it sound as if people should be made to fit 
in with the rules.” 

The Pharisees did not answer. They looked down their 
noses at him, turned away and went into the synagogue. 

Jesus and his disciples followed them in. The service had not 
started. À small group of people stood in the middle of the 
large room. ‘Here he is,” somebody said. The group looked 
round at Jesus. In the middle of the group was a cripple. His 
left arm was all deformed. He could not use his hand. It was 
obvious that he and his friends wanted Jesus to heal him. 

‘Come here,” said Jesus to the man. ‘Let me have a look.’ 

The man stepped forward. Jesus turned round. There at the 
back of the synagogue by the door stood the two Pharisees. 
There was no expression on their faces. They stood with their 
arms folded, looking straight at Jesus. 

‘Tell me,’ said Jesus angrily, ‘is it wrong to do good on the 
sabbath day?’ He stared back at the Pharisces, waiting. They 
did not answer. 
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Jesus turned back to the man. ‘Stretch out your hand,’ he 
ordered. 

Slowly the cripple did so. He had not been able to bend his 
left arm for many years Now he strained and strained. 
Slowly, very slowly, the arm came out straight. He smiled, 
then laughed and threw his arms round Jesus. His friends all 
started talking excitedly. It was time for the service to start. 
The people went back to their seats. As they did so they 
noticed for the first time that the two Pharisees had disap- 
peared. 

They had slipped out of the door as soon as the cripple had 
stretched out his hand. As the first psalm was being sung in the 
synagogue they were oo hurrying off deep in conver- 
sation. 

‘This man is very dangerous,’ said one. ‘We must get rid of 
him as quickly as possible.” 

‘But how?’ said his companion. ‘He gets more popular with 
the people every day.’ 

‘I don’t know,’ came the reply, ‘but let’s go and see some of 
Herod’s friends. They have ways of getting rid of people. 
Perhaps they can suggest something.” 
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A Roman Officer Asks a 
Favour 


Matthew 8: 5-13 


The land in which Jesus lived was not a free land. The soldiers 
of the Roman army were everywhere. The Jews hated the 
Romans but they were too weak to get rid of them. They 
hoped that one day à leader would come and lead an uprising 
against them. 

In every town there was a Roman officer in charge. He was 
usually à centurion, an officer who commanded a hundred 
men. 

One day, to everyone’s surprise, the Capernaum centurion 
appeared as Jesus came into the town. 

‘Now what's going to happen?’ asked people in the crowd. 
‘Is he going to arrest Jesus?’ 

There were gasps as the centurion suddenly stopped in 
front of Jesus and said, ‘Will you help me?” 

À Roman officer, of all people, asking a Jew for help! No 
one had ever heard anything like it. 

‘How can I help you?’ said Jesus. 

‘Well, it’s not really me,’ said the officer. ‘It's my servant. 
He’s very 1ll. Already he can’t move his arms and legs. I don't 
hke the look of him at all.” 

Jesus replied, ‘T will come straight away.’ 

At the back of the crowd, people began to mutter among 
themselves. ‘Fancy helping Romans.” ‘The only good Roman 
is a dead one.’ ‘Let them all get the sickness, then we shall be 
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rid of them.” They were suddenly silent as the officer spoke 
again. 

‘No he said to Jesus. ‘You don’t have to come all the way 
to my house. I am not worth that. AIl you have to dois to say 
the word and my servant will be healed from here. l’ve 
watched you over the past few weeks. I know power when I 
see it. After all, I have a bit of power myself. l’ve a lot of men 
under me. AI T have to do is say “Come here” or “Go there” 
and they do as they are told.” 

There was a pause. Jesus turned to the crowd behind him. 

‘Listen to that,’ he said. ‘I haven’t heard anything like it 
from my own people. This Roman is a better man than many 
of us. Belonging to à particular race or group isn't going to 
save us. God sees us as individuals. There are good Romans 
and bad ones just as there are good and bad Jews. That is true 
of all people everywhere.” 

He turned back to the centurion. ‘Go home,” he said kindly. 
‘You will find that when you get there your faith has made 
your servant well again.” 

The centurion turned and pushed his way through the 
crowd. When he got home it was just as Jesus had said. 

The people who followed Jesus were now arguing among 
themselves. ‘Itis a new teaching,’ said some. ‘He says that God 
loves everybody who has faith, even Romans.” 

‘Never mind what he says,’ argued others. ‘Look what 
happened. There was a Roman officer telling everyone that 
Jesus was more powerful than he was himself. This is the man 
we want. Forget his words. This man could help us smash the 
Romans. He’s got real power and they know it. Let’s make 
sure he uses it.” 
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A Birthday Party That Went 
Wrong 


Mark 6: 14-30 


King Herod was a frightened man. He was frightened of the 
Romans. He was frightened of his fierce wife, Herodias. He 
was frightened of the people because he knew they thought he 
was weak. Most of all he was frightened of God because of all 
the wrong things he had done. 

He should never have married Herodias in the first place. 
She was the wife of his brother, Philip. But she was very 
beautiful and he had just made off with her. He was still a king 
after all, so his brother couldn’t do much about it. 

Everything had gone wrong after that. John the Baptist had 
started it. Why did he have to tell everybody that even a king 
couldn’t go round stealing other people’s wives? Herodias had 
been furious. ‘Arrest him and kill him,” she had said. ‘I can’t do 
that,’ Herod had replied. ‘Why not? You're king, aren’t you? 
‘This is Israel,” he had answered. ‘Even the king has to obey 
the laws. They come from God. That's why the people cheer 
John. He’s like the old prophets who stood up to the kings in 
the name of God.’ 

‘Al right, all right,’ he said finally. ‘I will have him arrested. 
At least that will shut him up. But [ will not kill him. There are 
hmits. Kings of Israel can’t go round killing God’s prophets.? 

John was arrested. He was shut up in prison. Herod didn't 
know what to do with him. Then there was that dreadful 
night. He would like to forget it but he couldn'’t. It was his 
birthday. ‘Let's have à party,’ said Herod. ‘Let's invite all the 
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Roman officers, the palace officials, the magistrates, in fact all 
the important people for miles around.” 

It wäs a splendid party. There was lots of food. There was 
lots of wine as well. Herod enjoyed being the centre of atten- 
tion. Às the night went on he drank more and more wine. He 
got very drunk. 

AIT of a sudden he banged his fist on the table. The plates 
and cups rattled. Everybody stopped talking. ‘Let’s have some 
music,’ roared Herod. ‘And bring on the dancing girls. Have 
some more wine, everybody.’ He reached out for another jug 
himself. 

The dancing girls came in. Herod watched. He was enjoy- 
ing himself. One of the dancing girls was particularly beauti- 
ful. She danced better than all the others. When the music 
stopped Herod shouted, ‘Bring that girl over here.” Bynowhe 
was very drunk indeed. He did not even recognize the girl. 
She was Salome, the daughter of his own wife Herodias, born 
before he had married her mother. 

‘You are a beautiful dancer,’ said Herod. ‘Listen, every- 
body, l’m going to show you how generous I can be.” He 
turned back to the girl. ‘You can have anything you want,’ he 
said, smiling all round. ‘Just nameit andit’s yours, anything at 
all — up to half my kingdom,’ he added. 

The girl paused. ‘May I have à minute to think about it, 
Your Majesty?’ she replied. 

‘Of course, of course,’ said Herod. ‘And then come back 
and sit up here with me.’ He laughed. 

The girl left the room. She went to find her mother. A 
minute later she was back. 

‘Well,’ said Herod. ‘What will you have?’ The room went 
silent. In a loud, clear voice the girl said, ‘I want the head of 
John the Baptist on a meat-plate, right here and now.” 

‘What!’ exclaimed Herod. He glared round the room. All 
eyes were on him. He went red in the face. Everybody had 
heard his promise to the girl. What could he do? Herod spoke 
to the guards at the door. ‘Bring what she asks,’ he ordered. 

The guards turned and went out. 
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Ten minutes later they returned. John had been beheaded in 
the prison yard. Herod’s guests screamed as they saw the head 
on the dish. The girl seized it and rushed out to her mother, 
who smiled cruelly. 

Some followers of John the Baptist came next day and took 
his body away to bury it. Then they went to tell Jesus. 

À few weeks later news came to Herod that a new preacher 
was drawing crowds of people to him. He was called Jesus of 
Nazareth. 

‘What's he saying?’ asked Herod. 

‘Very much what John the Baptist said,” was the reply. 
‘He’s calling you an old fox.’ 

‘Ic’s his ghost,’ groaned Herod. ‘It's John the Baptist come 
back from the dead to haunt me. Will I ever get rid of him?’ 


16 


The Story of the Loving 
Father 


Luke 15: 11-32 


Jesus was talking to the crowd. ‘God loves every single one of 
you,’ he sad, “He knows you all by name. God 1s like à good 
shepherd who knows all his shecp. He is like a good housewife 
who knows every single item in the home. God loves even 
more than that. He is the most loving father there ever was. 
Listen,’ said Jesus. ‘Il tell you 2 story. 

“There was once à man who had two sons. Both of them 
were now grown up. They knew that when he died they 
would share out what their father owned. The elder son 
would have two shares. The younger son would have one 
share, according to the custom. One day the younger son 
went to his father and said, “I want to enjoy life while I am 
young, Would you give me my share of the money now?” His 
father was very upset, but in the end he agreed. He counted up 
all his money and gave à third of it to his young son. 

‘A few days later the young man started to pack his things. 

‘Where are you going?” asked the father. 

‘Anywhere to get away from here,” said the son. “I don't 
want to live on 2 dull old farm. I want to enjoy life.” 

‘The father was very upset, but the son was grown up. 
What could he do? 

‘The younger son set off. He went into the big city. He had 
plenty of money. He could buy almost anything. He bought 
drinks for people, and presents for lots of girl-friends. He soon 
became very popular. Lots of young people came and stayed 
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at his house. He gave lots of parties and he didn't do any work. 
It was all great fun until one day he suddenly realized that 
nearly all his money was gone. Never mind, he thought, l’ve 
got lots of friends now. They will help me. 

‘“Could you lend me some money?” he said to a group of 
friends that evening. 

‘“Sorry,” they said, ‘We don’t have any with us at the 
moment. Tomorrow, perhaps.” 

‘Next day they didn’t turn up. He never saw them again. 
They had never really been friends at all. 

‘Now he was all alone in the big city. He had no money and 
nowhere to stay. Life was very miserable. He started to beg. 
Nobody wanted to know him. In the end only one person 
would help. He was a pig-farmer. He had no friends either. 
Good Jews never touch pig-meat. 

‘The young man spent his days in the fields with the pigs. 
He mixed their food. It was made from old pea-pods mashed 
up. Nobody gave him any food so he had to eat what the pigs 
ate — mashed pea pods. 

‘One day he suddenly thought, Why am I doing this? My 
father’s farm-workers eat better than me. I will go home. 
Then he thought, No, everybody will laugh at me. I can't go 
home. My father wouldn’t want me after the way I behaved. 

‘He watched the pigs eating. He got more and more 
hungry. Mashed pea-pods. Ugh! The thought made him feel 
sick. Anything would be better than that. He left the pigs and 
started off home. 

‘For several days he walked, feeling very weak and weary. 
Finally, he came over a hill and there in the valley was the old 
farmhouse. He started down the hill. 

‘In the distance he saw someone moving from the house 
towards him. He walked on. The other person came on as 
well. They got nearer and nearer to one another. Perhaps it 
was a traveller leaving his father’s house. As he got close he 
realized it was an old man. Could it be? Yes, it was his father 
coming out to meet him. He began to run. Father and son met 
on the track. The old man threw his arms round his son. 
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‘“Tve looked out for you every day,” said the father. “] 
always knew you’d come home one day.” 

‘The son suddenly felt ashamed. The old man kept saying, 
“My son, my son”. The son shook his head. “No, father, I can 
hardly be called your son any more. See how poor and thin I 
am. I have disgraced you.” 

INOnsSensesaiduthe father. “Come on Let us go 
indoors.”? 

‘In the house the son was given clean clothes. His father 
even gave him a gold ring. À servant was called. “Kill the 
fatted calf,” said the father. “Tonight we shall have a great 
feasts 

‘Out in the fields the older brother was working as usual. 
Towards evening he came home. As he got near the farm- 
house he could hear music and singing. “What’s going on?” 
he said to a servant. 

‘‘“Haven’t you heard?” came the reply. “Your young 
brother has come home. Your father is so pleased that he has 
killed the fatted calf and is having a big party.” 

“What!” screamed the older brother. “My silly little 
brother comes home after spending all his money and we have 
a party. Has my father gone mad? l’ve worked my fingers to 
the bone keeping this farm going and nobody has ever given a 
party for me. Well, [’m not going. Go and tell my father l’Il 
have nothing to do with it.” 

‘The servant went into the house. À few minutes later the 
father appeared. He came over to the elder brother who was 
sulking. ‘Come on in, my son,” he said. 

‘“Not me,” said the elder brother. “T’m fed up. l’ve worked 
hard ever since he went away and you’ve never had a party for 
me. Now he comes home and gets treated like à king.” 

‘“Listen, my son,” said his father. ‘“Don’t be miserable. 
Everything I have belongs to you. The farm is all yours. The 
party is not for your brother, it’s for me. l’m the one who is 
happy. I had two sons. One got lost. I thought he was dead. 
Now he’s been found alive. I am a happy man. Come and be 
happy with me.” 
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‘After a while they went indoors together.” 

Jesus finished speaking. He never told the people what his 
stories meant. He left them to work out the meaning for 
themselves. 


17 
_Stilling the Storm 


Mark 4: 35-41 


‘Let’s go and have à short holiday,’ said Jesus one day to his 
disciples. ‘We could row across the lake. There are no towns 
on the other side. We could be on our own there.’ 

They got out the boat. Everybody climbed in. The strong 
fishermen took the oars. 

Jesus was very tired. It was already getting dark. He was in 
the back of the boat. It was going to be a long row. Jesus got 
down and lay in the bottom ofthe boat. He had been teaching 
all day. There had been crowds and crowds of people all 
around him. Now he could sleep. One of his disciples handed 
him a cushion. He put it under his head. Soon he was fast 
asleep. 

The disciples rowed on into the dark night. Nobody could 
see any land. People in the town had gone to bed. There were 
no lights to be seen anywhere. 

Up above there were a few stars. Soon they too disap- 
peared. 

‘It's getting cloudy,’ said one of the fishermen, looking up. 

Just then there was a ripple across the water. À breeze blew. 
The boat rocked very gently. They rowed on. 

À minute later there was another movement on the water. 
This time the breeze that touched their faces was a little 
stronger. The boat rocked on the little waves. 

One of the disciples who was not rowing shivered. ‘It's 
gone cold,’ he said. 
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The fishermen looked at one another. They knew the lake 
well. They knew what could happen when the wind swung 
round to the north. It would come off the snow-covered 
mountain, Mount Hermon, straight down on to the lake. 
There could be a bad storm. 

The wind came again —stronger this time. The boat rocked. 
‘Where are we?’ said à voice. 

‘Just about in the middle, I should think,” came an answer. 

It was no good turning back. ‘Then let’s get there as quickly 
as We can.” 

The fishermen leaned into their oars. The boat began to 
move more quickly through the water. They knew how to 
row. They had done it all their lives. 

The wind was quicker than the boat. It overtook them. The 
water splashed up the side of the boat. The spray went into 
their faces. This time the wind did not stop. It went on 
blowing, stronger and stronger. Now everybody could see 
the waves. The sea which had been black a minute ago was 
now a moving mass of white. The wind began to blow the 
spray offthe tops ofthe waves. Everyone was getting wet and 
cold. Jesus alone in the bottom of the boat was dry. He was 
still asleep. 

Stronger and stronger blew the wind. The boat started to 
go up and down. Not all the disciples were fishermen. Some 
were not used to boats. The wind was now a gale. The water 
rushed past the side of the boat. Suddenly some water came 
over the side. ‘Help!’ yelled the man sitting there, ‘it’s coming 
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in. 

‘Sit down,’ said one of the fishermen. 

Too late. Others started to panic. ‘We shall all drown,’ they 
shouted. ‘Help! Help! 

As they stood up the boat leaned over. 

‘Sit down,’ roared Peter. 

‘Save us! Help! We’re drowning!” yelled the others. 

Jesus slept on in the bottom of the boat. 

Suddenly he was wide awake. He looked up into à fright- 
ened face. One of his disciples was shaking him and shouting, 
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‘Master, master, wake up! Do something. Don’t you care 
whether we drown or not? 

Jesus'sat up. AIT round him was panic. The wind howled. 
The boat moved from side to side. Men were jumping up and 
down. 

Jesus looked up. In a loud, firm voice he shouted above all 
the noise, ‘Keep still. Calm down.’ 

The movement stopped. The men in the boat sat down. 

‘What is the matter with you? Haven’t you got any faith? 
What makes you so frightened? 

Suddenly everybody realized that the wind had dropped 
too. The boat still moved from side to side but the sea was 
black again. It was calm too. 

The fishermen rowed on. They were all silent. Jesus settled 
down again in the back of the boat. 

“Who is this Jesus?” whispered à voice in the dark. 

‘You may well ask,’ came a soft reply. ‘Even the wind and 
the waves do as he says.” 

The boat went on safely to the shore. 
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Feeding Five Thousand 
People 


John 6: 1-15 


Everywhere Jesus went the crowds followed him, even out 
into the countryside. 

It was Passover time. Every year the Jews celebrated the day 
when the Angel of Death passed over their forefathers in 
Egypt. They remembered the time when they had left Egypt 
and followed Moses into the desert. 

The festival of Passover came in the spring. 

On this particular Passover Jesus had gone with his disciples 
into a quiet place in the hills. He wanted to be alone with his 
special friends. There was a lot he had to say to them. 

However, he soon realized they were not alone. People 
began to appear over the tops of the hills. He had been found. 
The news of where he was had spread everywhere. People had 
come to find him. 

AI day long they came, until in the afternoon there were 
hundreds of people in the tiny valley. Soon the sun would go 
down and it would begin to get cold. 

Philip turned to Jesus and said, ‘You’d better send these 
people away. It's a long way back to the town. Most of them 
have had nothing to eat all day.” 

“Well, give them something to eat, then,’ said Jesus in reply. 

‘Give them something to eat?’ repeated Philip. ‘But there's 
no food here at all. We should have to go into town and buy it. 
Besides, there are so many people that we wouldn'’t have 
nearly enough money. It would cost far more than we have.’ 
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At that moment Andrew came up. ‘They are not all without 
food,’ he interrupted. ‘l’ve just found a young boy who had 
the sense to bring some with him.’ 

‘How much?’ asked Philip. 

‘He’s got five small barley loaves and two fish,’ replied 
Andrew. 

They laughed. 

‘That won't go far, I know,’ added Andrew. 

Jesus spoke. ‘Tell the people to sit down on the grass,’ he 
said. 

The disciples went off into the crowd. After à few minutes 
they got everybody organized. People were sitting in groups, 
about fifty in each group. It was then that they realized there 
were not just a few hundred people but about five thousand. 

Suddenly everything went quiet. Jesus had stood up. In his 
hands he held the bread and fish. He raised them up and lifted 
his head towards the sky. No one could hear what he was 
saying but he was obviously praying to God. 

He stopped and began to give out food to the people nearest 
to him. 

“Hard luck.’ said a man at the back to his friend. ‘We shan’t 
get anything.’ 

‘No, but [’m surprised how far it’s going,’ replied his friend. 

The first man looked up. Jesus had gone right along the 
front row. He was starting on the second. They waited. Jesus 
got to the end of the row and started on the third. 

‘Td never have believed it,” said the man again. 

By now Jesus was walking down the fifth row. A strange 
silence had come over the crowd. On and on walked Jesus, up 
one row and down the next, giving everyone food. 

And then it was over. Everyone had something to eat. Jesus 
went back to his disciples. ‘Go and collect up what's left over,” 
he said. ‘Nothing must be wasted.” 

The twelve disciples each had a bag. They filled them up 
with scraps. 

By now the silence had been broken. At first it was à 
whisper. Now everyone was chattering. The excitement 
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grew and grew. The crowd showed no sign of going home. 
Just the opposite. 

A few men began to move among the crowd. ‘This is the 
man we have been waiting for,’ they were saying. ‘This is our 
promised king. Here is the man of power. With Jesus leading 
us we can destroy the Romans. Come on, let’s crown him as 
our king here and now.” 

Men began to jump to their feet. They surged through the 
crowd towards Jesus. Suddenly they stopped. Where was 
Jesus? One minute he had been there, the next he had gone. 

It was almost dark now. Jesus had seen what was happen- 
ing. In all the excitement he had slipped away into the dark. 
He walked over the hill and into the next valley. On and on he 
walked. 


19 
Who Am I? 


Mark 8: 27-38 


At last Jesus and his disciples were alone. They walked and 
walked, mile after mile, day after day. Most of the disciples 
had never been this far before. They were right outside King 
Herod’s territory and near the capital city of his brother, 
Philip. 

‘Where are we going?’ asked Peter as they trudged along. 

‘Just anywhere to be away from the crowds,’ replied Jesus. 

‘Why?’ asked Peter. 

There was à silence. Jesus had stopped. He stood still and 
the twelve men with him stopped as well. Nobody else was in 
sight. Away in the far distance was a tiny village on top of a 
hill. The little white houses shone in the bright sunshine. It 
was too far away to see any people. Nothing moved. The sun 
was hot. Even the birds were still. 

At last Jesus spoke. ‘I want to ask you a question,’ he said. 
‘It's this. Who do the people think I am? 

The men smiled. 

‘That's easy,’ said James. ‘Mostly they say that you’re John 
the Baptist.’ 

‘Especially since Herod had him executed,” added 
Matthew. ‘In fact, I was told that Herod has been saying 50 
himself. He wants to see what you look like, that’s for sure.’ 

‘T’ve heard other names mentioned,’ interrupted Andrew. 

‘Oh, which ones?’ asked Jesus. 

‘Elijah,’ said Andrew. 
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‘It's almost the same thing,’ said James. ‘When John the 
Baptist first came to the River Jordan people said he was Elijah 
come back.” 

‘He was one of our greatest prophets, that’s why, and in the 
story he never actually died. Our people have always believed 
that when real trouble came Elijah would return and rescue 
us. 

‘So that’s how they see me, is it?” asked Jesus. 

‘Of course,’ said the disciples together. ‘The people might 
argue about names but they all think you are a prophet, like 
our great leaders of the past.” 

‘Let me ask you another question,’ said Jesus. ‘Who do you 
think I am?” 

Peter for once had kept quiet up to now. But he could not 
hold himself any longer. ‘You are the Messiah,” he said. ‘The 
Christ, greater than all the prophets.” 

There was a silence. Then Jesus spoke again. ‘Sit down,’ he 
said. They all sat down in a circle on the grass. 

‘Listen,’ Jesus went on. ‘Listen very carefully, because what 
[have to say is very important.” 

The disciples went very quiet. 

‘T won't use the word “Messiah”,” said Jesus, ‘because 
people have a picture of Messiah as a soldier on a white horse 
charging at the Romans in battle. I shall call myself “Son of 
Man” instead. Now the Son of Man is going to suffer a lot. 
He’s going to be hated by the leaders of our own people. He’s 
going to be killed. But that won't be the end. He will come 
back from the dead.’ 

Peter exploded. ‘What are you talking about, Jesus?’ he said. 
‘told you, you are Messiah. You’ve got all the power in the 
world. Nobody’s going to kill you. You can wipe them all out 
with à wave of your hand. That's why the crowds follow 
you. 

‘Peter,’ said Jesus angrily, ‘you haven’t listened to à word 
l’ve been saying. You’ve got the Devil in you. I know that's 
why people follow me. That's what makes me so sad. I tell 
them God wants love and they cheer. Then the next minute 
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they expect me to go round leading them into battle and 
killing people. If God wants love, then l’ve got to love even 
my enemies. And the people won *t like that. They can't 
understand it. That's why we’ve come away from the 
crowds.” 

Peter was silent. He could see Jesus was angry with him. He 
would do anything for Jesus. He would fight and kill and die 
in battle. But could he just let himself be killed without a fight? 
He found that very difficult to understand. 

‘We must go on loving people whatever they do to us.” 
That's what Jesus was saying now. Whoever wants to follow 
me is going to lose his life.” It was too much for Peter. He’d 
always been à fighter but he wasn’t sure he was brave enough 
for this. 

Jesus stood up. ‘Come on, hesaid. ‘Let's go into that village 
and get some food.” He put an arm round Peter’s shoulders. 
‘One day you’ll understand,’ he said. 

And they walked on. 
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The Vision on the Mountain 
Top 


Mark 9: 2-9 


Jesus and his disciples were in the mountains. 

From the high places they could look right across into the 
desert as far as the eye could see. Sometimes the tops of the 
mountains were covered in clouds. 

It was on a day like that that Jesus said to Peter, ‘I want you 
to come with me. And bring James and John with you.” 

‘What about the others?’ asked Peter. 

‘They can stay here, in the valley,’ replied Jesus. ‘They will 
be glad of à rest.’ 

‘Where are we going?’ asked Peter. 

‘Up the mountain,’ came the reply. 

Peter looked up. The mountain Jesus was pointing to was 
the biggest in the area. It went up into the clouds. It was very 
steep. 

The four men set off. Jesus led the way. It was a hard climb. 
At first it was hot. Up and up they went. From time to time 
they looked back. Each time their friends in the valley below 
seemed to get smaller. 

Suddenly it got coid. They had walked up into the cloud. It 
was like thick mist, grey and damp. Still Jesus walked on. Still 
the path went up and up. Every time the three disciples 
thought they had reached the top they found another bit to 
chmb. 

Suddenly they were in the sun. They had climbed through 
the cloud. Now they were aboveit. The sun was really bright. 
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All below them was a sea of white as the sun shone on the top 
of the cloud. 

Jesus still walked ahead. He stopped. At last he really was on 
top of the mountain. The sun was behind him. The white 
clouds were below him, stretching out as far as the eye could 
see. Other mountain tops looked like little islands sticking up 
out of a brilliant white sea. It was as if Jesus were standing on 
top of the world. 

The three men had fallen behind. They looked up to where 
Jesus had stopped. What they saw made them jump. They 
caught hold of one another. 

‘Look,’ gasped Peter. ‘What’s happening? 

There was no answer. James and John just stared ahead. 

The figure of Jesus stood out against the sun and the clouds. 
He seemed to shine like a brilliant light. And he was not alone. 
In the bright light which seemed to come out from him, two 
human figures were to be seen, one on each side. 

‘Who are they?’ whispered Peter. 

‘The one on the left must be Moses,’ said James. ‘And the 
one on the right is Elijah,’ gasped John. ‘The law and the 
prophets.” 

‘And Jesus is above them both,’ went on Peter. ‘What shall 
we do?’ 

Before James and John could reply, Peter at last found his 
voice. It still shook. They were all very frightened. 

‘Master,’ Peter called out, ‘it is wonderful for us to be here. 
We will put up three shelters — one for you, one for Moses and 
one for Elijah.” 

He stepped forward. As he did so the vision disappeared. 
The three men blinked. When they looked again there were 
just themselves and Jesus up ahead of them. The cloud had 
come up. The sun had gone for a moment. Everything was 
normal again. 

They followed Jesus down the mountain. The three men 
walked deep in thought. Had they imagined it? No. All three 
had seen it. It had been à vision that none of them would ever 
forget. They had seen the great Moses and Elijah bowing 
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down to Jesus. This man they were following, this Jesus, was 
no ordinary man. 

He was waiting for them now. They caught up with him. 

Jesus spoke. ‘What you have seen today you must keep to 
yourselves,’ he said. 

Even Peter did not argue this time. Jesus went on: ‘When 
the Son of Man has come back from the dead, then you can 
talk about it. Then people may understand.” 

In some strange way Jesus was greater than anyone who 
had ever been. Peter, James and John could not explain it. 
They couldn’t find the right words. 

When they reached the foot of the mountain again Peter, 
James and John did not tell the others what had happened. 
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The Man Who Owed a 
Million Pounds 


Matthew 18: 21-35 


‘Tell me,’ said Peter as they walked along, ‘How often should 
I go on forgiving someone? Do you think seven times is 
enough before I start getting my own back?” 

‘More like seventy times seven I should think,’ replied 
Jesus. 

‘Seventy times seven!” exclaimed Peter. ‘l couldn’t 
remember that many times.” 

‘Exactly,’ said Jesus with a smile. ‘Listen,’ Jesus went on, 
‘Let me tell you a story.’ 

The disciples stopped and gathered around. 

‘In God’s eyes,’ Jesus began, ‘It’s a bit like this. Once upon a 
time there was a king who decided the time had come to get all 
his money sorted out. Quite a lot of his nobles and officers had 
borrowed money from him. He asked them to giveit all back. 

‘One particular officer owed the king an enormous amount 
of money, something like a million pounds. And he had spent 
all of it. The stupid man had nothing left at all. 

‘Take him away,” said the king when he heard, ‘‘and sell 
him in the slave-market. Then sell his wife and all his children 
as well. That will get some of the money back.” 

‘The officer fell on his knees. “Please,” he said, ‘‘give me 
time. Please don't do it. I will repay the money, every penny 
ofit. Please don't sell my wife and children. I have been a fool, 
but please have mercy, have mercy.” 
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‘The man begged and begged. In the end the king felt sorry 
for him. 

“AI right,” said the king, “I can see that you are really 
sorry. You have learned your lesson. I will be generous. I will 
cross out the debt you owe me.” 

‘The officer could hardly believe his ears. He could not 
thank the king enough. He stood up, bowed low and left the 
palace. He thought he was the luckiest man alive. 

‘On the way out of the palace he bumped into one of his 
fellow officers. “Hey,” he said, ‘you owe me some money, 
don’t you? You haven’t let me have back that five pounds I 
lent you last month.” 

‘No, Fm sorry,” said the man. ‘But don't worry, I 
haven’t forgotten. Things are very difficult for me at the 
moment. I hope to let you have it back in a few days.” He 
began to walk away. 

‘Not so fast,” shouted the first officer, grabbing him by 
the collar. “I want my money back and I want it now.” 

‘“But I haven’t got it.” 

‘Then you’d better think of a way of finding it. l’m going 
to have you put into prison until you do. IfI let you go I might 
never see my five pounds again.” 

‘But how can I ever find the money if [’m in prison?” 

‘That's your problem,” was all the reply he got. 

‘The poor man was taken and put into prison until the debt 
was paid. 

‘Other officers who had been in the palace heard the argu- 
ment. They were very angry. They told the king what had 
happened. He sent for the officer. “You terrible rogue,” the 
king shouted at him. “How could you be such a hypocrite? I 
let you off a million pounds and you go straight out and put a 
man in prison just because he can’t pay you your five pounds. I 
know how to deal with people like you. Take him away,” he 
told his servants. “Throw him in the prison and see that he 
stays there until he has paid back every penny he owes me. 
That will be for the rest of his life. Let the other prisoner go 
ITÉee 
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Jesus finished. They walked on. Peter remembered a piece 
of a prayer that Jesus bad taught them one day: ‘Forgive us our 
sins as we forgive other people’s.” He had a lot to think about. 
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22 


Zacchaeus 


Luke 19: 1-10 


s 


Zacchaeus was a nasty little man. Nobody liked him. He was 
the chief tax-collector in Jericho. No one likes paying taxes, 
but usually the tax-collector isn't blamed. Zacchaeus was 
different. He was a Jew and he collected the taxes for the 
Romans. He was a traitor to his own people, but they could 
not touch him because the Romans protected him. So they 
had to be content just with hating him instead. Zacchaeus got 
his own back by charging more than he had to. If the Romans 
wanted ten pounds from a man, Zacchaeus would charge him 
eleven pounds and keep one for himself. He became very rich. 
He was also very unhappy. 

One day Jesus came to Jericho. The news spread and people 
flocked into the streets to see him. Nobody told Zacchaeus. 
By the time he found out, the crowd was already thick at the 
side of the road. Zacchaeus was a very little man. From the 
back of the crowd he could see nothing. ‘Let me through,” he 
demanded, pushing between the people. 

They started to give way and then one said to another, ‘It's 
that nasty little Zacchaeus’, and they moved together again, 
squeezing him out. 

Zacchaeus jumped up and down. He tried standing on 
tiptoe but it was no good. Farther down the road the cheering 
started. Jesus was coming. The crowd pressed forward closer 
than ever. Zacchaeus was going to miss seeing Jesus. No one 
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crowd stretched as far as he could see, but along the road was a 
sycamore tree. Zacchaeus ran to it. He jumped up to a low 
branch and began to pull himself up. Now he could see over 
the heads of the people in front. Just in time. Jesus and his 
disciples were coming down the road. Zacchaeus began to 
wave. Jesus came nearer. Right in front of Zacchaeus Jesus 
stopped. He saw Zacchaeus and smiled. The people turned 
round to see whom Jesus was looking at. 

‘Oh, not him,’ said one. 

‘Look out,’ said another to Jesus. ‘He’s à traitor who will 
have the cloak off your back to give to his Roman masters if 
you go near him. Don’t have anything to do with him.’ 

Others started to boo and shout, ‘Go home, Zacchaeus.’ 
Jesus was no longer smiling. He could feel the hatred around 
him, the crowd hating Zacchaeus, Zacchaeus hating every- 
body back. 

Jesus spoke. ‘Zacchaeus,’ he said, ‘come down out of that 
tree 

Zacchaeus began to wish he had not come. The crowd had 
gone quiet. Was Jesus going to give him a lecture on being 
honest? Serve him right. 

‘What for?’ asked Zacchaeus. 

‘What for?’ repeated Jesus. ‘Because [’m hungry and thirsty 
and I thought you might take me back to your house for 
something to eat and drink.” 

There were gasps of amazement from the crowd. Making 
friends with a nasty little thief like Zacchaeus — did Jesus know 
what he was doing? ‘I thought he was supposed to be à 
religious man,’ said one. 

‘So did IL,’ replied his friend, ‘but no decent person would go 
near that little traitor, let alone eat and drink with him.” 

The crowd began to break up. Their mood had changed. À 
few minutes before they had been cheering Jesus. Now they 
watched him with doubt and suspicion. 

Jesus knew what he was doing. Zacchaeus needed à friend. 
Hating him only made him worse. He hated people because 
they hated him. Someone had to make friends with him, then 
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perhaps he wouldn’t be so frightened of people. Back at 
Zacchaeus’ house, with supper over, Zacchaeus said to Jesus, 
‘Look, I feel very bad. l’ve treated people very unfairly. Fm 
going to count up all my money and then [’m going to give 
half of it away. I shall look at my books too. If l’ve taken too 
much from anybody I shall give him back four times as much 
as [ve taken.” 

Jesus knew he had made a lot of enemies by making a friend 
of Zacchaeus but he said, ‘Thank God, somebody has been 
saved today and is going to be happier now. That's what I 
came for, to help those who have lost their way and made life 
miserable for themselves.” 
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Can You Thread a Needle 
with a Camel? 


Matthew 19: 13-27 


On and on Jesus walked. The disciples followed. Jericho was 
behind them. 

‘Where are we going?’ asked Peter. 

‘Jerusalem,’ Jesus answered. 

‘Jerusalem!’ gasped the others. ‘We can't go there. It’s too 
dangerous.” 

Jesus walked on. The men looked at one another. They 
shook their heads. What could they do? 

‘Come on,’ said Judas. ‘Let’s catch him up. Who knows, 
perhaps it will be more dangerous for his enemies than for us.’ 

The others did not like Judas very much. But it did not 
matter. Peter, James and John were already hurrying after 
Jesus. There was nothing for it but to follow. 

There were more people about now. And news had gone 
ahead. In every village there were people in the street or 
standing on rooftops. The disciples felt better. For months 
they had been away in the desert and mountains of the north. 
They thought Jesus would be forgotten in the south. They 
were wrong. Jesus was something of a hero. Everybody 
wanted to see him. Lots of people wanted to join his band of 
special disciples. 

One young man ran out in front of Jesus and stopped him. 
‘Tell me,’ he said, ‘what really good thing must I do in order to 
live life to the full and live for ever? 

‘What a strange question,’ said Jesus. ‘I wonder why you 
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ask it. You know the answer. Ifyou want to live life to the full, 
keep to the rules of Moses.” 

‘Which ones in particular?’ asked the young man. 

‘Don't kill,’ said Jesus. ‘Don't steal. Don't tell lies. Be loyal 
to your own wife. In other words, treat other people as you 
would like to be treated.” 

‘AI right,’ said the young man. ‘ve done all that. But l’m 
still missing something. My life isn't as full as it could be. Are 
you sure there isn't something else I should do to feel really 
free?” 

Jesus looked at him. He was a well-dressed young man, 
wearing an expensive coat. He had a gold ring on his finger. 
His hands were soft. Jesus could see that he was really quite 
rich. He was a very lucky man, but still he was not happy. 

‘I think I know what you ought to do if you want to feel 
really free and alive,’ said Jesus. 

‘What? Tell me,’ said the young man eagerly. 

‘Go and sell everything you've got. Then give all your 
money to the poor. You are a prisoner to all your possessions,’ 
replied Jesus. 

The young man looked as if he were going to cry. ‘What, 
everything? he asked. 

Jesus nodded. 

The young man turned away. He knew Jesus was right. He 
knew too that he couldn'’t do it. He worried about all the 
things he owned. But he couldn'’t get rid of them. He pushed 
his way through the crowd. 

Jesus shook his head sadly. He turned to his disciples. ‘Rich 
people are often to be pitied,’ he said. ‘They seem to have 
everything for a full life, but they don't. It’s often harder for 
rich people to live to the full than for poor people. Sometimes 
[think it would be easier to thread à needle with a camel than 
to make a rich man happy.’ 

Some of the crowd laughed at the idea of pushing a camel 
through the eye of à needle. 

‘Âre you saying that nobody who is rich can ever know 
God properly?’ asked Peter. 
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‘No, not really,” said Jesus, ‘l’m just saying it's very very 
difficult for them, That young man couldn’t have been nicer, 
could he? He said he’d do anything to be happy. He was kind 
to people, but he couldn't put people before all his posses- 
sions, Poor people and children don't have that problem — 
that's all, Poor people live nearer to God than rich people. And 
children often live nearer to God than grown-ups, AI] Pm 
saying 15 that if we want to live life to the full we’ve got to be 
just bke poor people or children, With them nothing gets in 
the way.’ 

‘Come on,’ added Jesus, ‘let’s get on to Jerusalem.” 
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The Story of 
a Good Samaritan 


Luke 10: 25-37 


One day Jesus was talking to a crowd of people. He was telling 
them that they should love their neighbours. À man in the 
crowd stopped him. ‘That's all very well,’ he said to Jesus, ‘but 
just who is my neighbour?” 

Instead of giving him a quick answer Jesus began to tell a 
story... It all took place on a road. Jesus and the people knew 
the road well. It was steep and twisty and ran through wild 
country where nobody lived. 

One day a man was travelling all on his own along this road, 
going down from Jerusalem to the town of Jericho. It was hot 
and he was very tired and dusty. Suddenly a gang of robbers 
jumped out from behind some rocks. They pulled the man 
away from his donkey, beat him up, took all his money and 
ran away. Only just alive, the man lay at the side of the road in 
the hot sun. 

Slowly he came back to life. He could not sit up. His head 
ached. His bruises and cuts were sore and he felt terribly 
thirsty. The sun got hotter and hotter but he was too weak to 
move into the shade. The blood had dried on his head and 
arms. His clothes were filthy with dust. He looked more dead 
than alive. 

Just as he was giving up hope he heard footsteps. He opened 
his eyes and saw a priest coming up the hill. The priest was 
looking down and mumbling prayers to himself. He was on 
his way to the Temple in Jerusalem. When he noticed the man 
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lying by the roadside he stopped. The man looked dead — or, if 
he were alive, he was probably dying. The Jewish law said that 
anyone who touched a dead body was unclean. The priest 
would not be able to join in the service at the Temple if he 
touched the man. What could he do? Perhaps the man would 
die whether he helped him or not. 

‘Help me,’ groaned the man. 

The priest lowered his eyes. He pretended not to hear as he 
crossed to the other side of the road, still muttering prayers to 
himself. He hurried past on the way to Jerusalem. 

The sun became hotter and hotter. The man grew weaker 
and weaker. Then he heard a noise. What was that? More 
footsteps. Gathering his strength the man called out again, 
‘Help me, help me.’ 

The traveller this time was a well-dressed man; he looked 
rich. He did not even hesitate. He took one look at the blood- 
stained figure and made his donkey break into a trot to get past 
as quickly as possible. 

Surely the wounded man would die now. The sun was 
beginning to go down. There would be no more travellers 
that day apart from more thieves who moved at night. The 
man closed his eyes and slept. 

He woke up suddenly and cried out ‘Help me. Give me 
water!” almost before he realized what he was doing. À don- 
key with a rider was almost treading on him in the half-light. 
The donkey stopped. The wounded man sighed with relief. 
Then, as he looked up, his heart froze. The man on the donkey 
was not a Jew like himself. He was a Samaritan. Jews hated 
Samaritans and Samaritans were sworn enemies of the Jews. 
Would this Samaritan just kick him again or would he cut his 
throat? No one would see. He lay still and waited as the 
Samaritan got down. 

Suddenly there was a tearing sound. What was happening? 
He opened his eyes again. The Samaritan was tearing strips of 
cloth from his cloak. À minute later the wounded Jew felt the 
cool, refreshing touch of water on his forehead. The Samari- 
tan was using the strips of material as bandages soaked in 
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water. Then there was more water being forced past his 
cracked lips. Very gently the Samaritan picked up the poor 
Jew and placed him on the donkey. Slowly they went on up 
the hill. 

À few miles farther on they came to a lonely inn. The 
Samaritan knocked on the door. The innkeeper opened it. 

‘Thave found this wounded man,’ said the Samaritan, ‘can I 
leave him here? 

‘He looks à right mess,’ said the innkeeper. ‘He’ll need some 
looking after. And who’s going to pay, may I ask? 

The Samaritan pulled his hand from his saddle-bag. ‘Here,’ 
he said, ‘take this. It’s all the money I have on me. But I shall be 
coming back down this road in a few days. If your bill is more 
than that [ will give you more money then.’ 

With that he went on his way. 
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Mary and Martha — Different 
Ways of Showing Love 


John 12: 1-8 


It was nearly Passover time again. Lots of people were making 
their way to Jerusalem for the celebration. They came from all 
over the country. A lot of people from the north were there. 
Some even came from other countries. The streets were full of 
tourists. All the inns and hotels were full The city of 
Jerusalem was full of people and so were some of the villages 
just outside. 

Bethany was five kilometres away from Jerusalem by road. 
The road went round the bottom of a hill which was covered 
in olive trees. It was called the Mount of Olives. A footpath 
went through the trees and over the hill. It was a steep path but 
a good short cut. Anyone who was fit could do the journey in 
less than half an hour. 

Jesus and his disciples were very fit and strong. À tiny hill 
hke the Mount of Olives was no problem for them. Bethany 
was a perfect place to stay. Every morning they could walk 
into Jerusalem with hundreds of other pilgrims. Every even- 
ing they could go back to Bethany when large crowds of 
people left the city. 

À lot of people in Jerusalem did not like Jesus. They were 
powerful people too, lawyers and Pharisees as well as Herod’s 
officers. The Roman soldiers were everywhere, on the look- 
out for any trouble. It would be good to be out of the city at 
night-time. Jesus was not afraid of his enemies but he was not 
going to make it easy for them to catch him. 
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There was another reason for Jesus and his disciples to stay 
in Bethany. Jesus had lots of friends there. Quite a few of the 
people he had healed lived in the village. 

The road up from Jericho to Bethany was steep and hot. 
Jesus and his disciples were tired and dusty after the long walk. 
They arrived in the village and went to the houses where they 
would stay for the week. Jesus went to the house of Simon 
who had been a leper. 

In Bethany there lived two sisters who knew Jesus well. 
One was called Mary, the other Martha. Mary sat and talked 
to Jesus. Martha busied herself in the kitchen, making supper. 
When supper was ready Jesus sat round the table with all his 
friends. Mary went out of the room. She came back with a 
bottle. She sat on the floor beside Jesus. 

All of a sudden the room was full of the smell of beautiful 
perfume. Everybody stopped talking. They looked to see 
what Mary was doing. It was the job of the lowest servant to 
wash the feet of visitors with water. Mary had taken the top 
off the bottle and was washing Jesus’ feet with the most 
expensive scent. She used up the whole bottle as if it were 
water. It had cost her a small fortune. 

‘What à waste!” snorted a voice. It came from Judas who 
looked after the disciples’ money. ‘If you didn’t want to keep 
that you could have sold it and given the money to the poor,’ 
he said to Mary. 

Mary did not answer. She had undone her long black hair 
and she was using it to dry Jesus’ feet. 

‘Is worth pounds and pounds,’ continued Judas. 

Now Jesus spoke for the first time. ‘Leave her alone,” he said 
sharply. ‘Mary is showing how much she loves me in the best 
way she can. Martha has shown her love by working in the 
kitchen. Others may show the same thing by giving to the 
poor. You will always have poor people around. You won't 
always have me.’ 

Mary looked up and smiled. Jesus at least understood. 

Judas turned and walked out of the house. He was angry. 
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26 
À King on a Donkey 


Mark 11: 1-11 


It was morning. People were on the move. The road into 
Jerusalem was full of people making their way to the city. 
There was a feeling of excitement everywhere. Passover time 
was festival time. 

Jesus and his disciples joined the crowd on the road. They 
too were going into the city. People recognized Jesus. It made 
them even more excited. Here was the great teacher and 
healer. He had not been seen for months. There were many 
people from Galilee in the crowd. 

Jesus watched the crowd. The time had come. He had made 
his plans: now he must carry them out. It was dangerous, but 
there was no going back. It had been difficult to tell them what 
sort of a king he was. Now he must show them. 

He called to two of his disciples. ‘Go over to Bethany 
village,’ he said. ‘As you go into the village you will see a 
donkey tied up. Untie it and bring it here. If anybody tries to 
stop you, you must say, ‘The Lord needs it and he will return 
it straight away!” 

‘Ves, Jesus,’ said the disciples and off they went. 

It was only a few minutes’ walk back into Bethany. Sure 
enough, there was a donkey tied by a piece ofropeto a ring in 
a wall. They went over to it and began to untie it. 

‘Hey,’ said a voice. ‘What do you think you’re doing? Who 
said you could untie that donkey? 
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À man had come out of a gate and stood looking at them. 

The two disciples looked at one another. What were the 
words Jesus had used? Ah, yes, ‘The Lord’. It wasn't a title he 
had used before. 

‘The Lord needs it,” replied one of the disciples. ‘And he 
says he will send it back as soon as he has finished with it.” 

‘Oh, that's all right, then,’ said the man and he disappeared 
into the gateway. 

The two men led the donkey back to Jesus. There was no 
saddle. The disciples took off their topcoats and put them 
across the donkey’s back. Jesus mounted the donkey. They set 
off again along the road, Jesus in front on the donkey, the 
disciples walking behind. 

At the very back walked Judas. ‘Fancy coming on a 
donkey,’ he muttered to himself. ‘If he came in on a white 
horse people might take him seriously.” 

But what was happening? At the front people were cheer- 
ing. It was working. People were treating Jesus like a king. 

As they got to the city gate there were crowds of people 
standing by the road. They had made room for Jesus’ proces- 
sion. The road through the gateway was covered with coats 
and leaves. People ran to the palm trees nearby and broke off 
branches. There was no ‘red carpet’ for their king, but this was 
the next best thing. 

The crowd cheered and cheered. Many more people came 
running to see what the noise was about. The shouts told 
them. 

‘“Hurrah,’ called the crowd. ‘David’s kingdom is coming 
back.” 

À voice called out, ‘God bless the one who comes in his 
name.” At which the rest of the crowd took up the chant: ‘God 
bless him. God bless him.” 

Judas was still puzzled. ‘What makes them cheer like this?’ 
he asked the man next to him. ‘He’s only on a donkey. It looks 
silly.” 

‘You are ignorant,’ came the reply. ‘There's an old 
prophecy which says, “Your king will come to you very 


80 


humbly, riding upon a donkey”’. Jesus knows what he is 
doing. And the crowd knows too.’ 

‘So do the Pharisees by the looks on their faces,” said Judas. 

He was right. There at the back of the crowd were a few 
religious officials. They looked very angry. But there was 
nothing they could do. The crowd was too big. 

They were now inside the city. Jesus got off the donkey. He 
gave it back to the two disciples who had found it for him. 
‘Look after it,’ he said. 

Jesus walked on. He went up the steps into the Temple. He 
looked around. It was like a street-market. There were tables 
everywhere. Pilgrims and tourists from other countries were 
changing their money for the special Temple money, used 
for offerings. Traders were selling all sorts of things. The 
disciples watched Jesus’ face. It was red with anger. What was 
he going to do? Anything? 

Jesus turned to his disciples. ‘Let’s go home,’ he said. ‘It’s 
getting late. We must get back to Bethany before dark. 
Tomorrow we will return.’ 

He was still angry but he had not lost his temper. They went 
back to Bethany in silence, tying up the donkey again as they 
went into the village. 


257 
Angry for the Sake of God 


Mark 11: 15-19 


Next morning Jesus was still angry. The disciples had never 
seen him like that before. He strode on ahead towards 
Jerusalem. Today he had hardly spoken to anybody. Some- 
thing was going to happen, but what? He hadn't told anybody 
his plans. He was going back to the Temple. They knew that. 
But what was he going to do when he got there? 

Jesus walked on through the city gates. He did not stop. The 
disciples followed. À crowd had started to join them. 
Through the narrow streets Jesus strode. He walked quickly, 
looking straight ahead. People got out of his way, watched 
him pass, and then joined the crowd behind him. 

Jesus went straight to the Temple. He did not slow down. 
Up the wide steps, he strode, through the arch, into the inner 
courtyard. The crowd had to run to keep up with him. Jesus 
stopped. The crowd behind him stopped as well. 

Ît was just like the previous day. Everywhere there were 
stalls. Everywhere people were shouting and arguing, waving 
their arms in the air. 

Jesus stood there and looked around him. The crowd 
behind him was silent. Slowly, very slowly, the stall-holders 
became aware of him and the crowd looking at them. The 
shouting began to die down. People who were arguing about 
money turned and looked up. They saw a tall strong figure 
staring back at them with fire in his eyes. 

Suddenly Jesus moved. He leapt forward to the nearest stall. 
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He took hold of it, half lifted it and threw it over. It crashed to 
the ground. The brass plates and copper bowls rang as they hit 
the stone floor. Money rolled all over the courtyard. The 
stall-holder fell on his hands and knees trying to pick up the 
coins. 

Jesus moved on to the next stall and did the same thing 
again. There was confusion everywhere. Other stall-holders 
began to collect up their things and move away. 

Above the noise came Jesus’ voice: ‘Don'’tthe Scriptures say 
‘““God’s house shall be à place of prayer”’? But you,’ he 
shouted, ‘you have turned it into a robbers’ den.’ 

The crowd behind Jesus stayed silent. The courtyard began 
to clear. Some women appeared carrying water jars on their 
heads. 

‘You too,’ called Jesus. The women stopped. ‘This is not a 
short cut. Itis God’s house. Treat it with respect and go some 
other way.” 

They did as they were told. There was something about 
Jesus. Nobody dared to argue with him. 

Jesus turned and pushed his way back through the crowd 
which had watched him. He still did not talk to anyone. As 
soon as he had gone, the crowd burst into excited chatter. 

Across the courtyard the chief priest and some of his offi- 
cials had come out to see what the fuss was all about. They 
were not in the least pleased or excited. ‘We must get rid of 
this trouble-maker,’ they were saying. ‘But how? The crowd 
is all on his side.” 
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28 


A Widow and Two Small 
Coins 


Mark 12: 31-44 


Jesus was back in the Temple. Today he was calm and quiet. 
He sat on the stone bench near the entrance. 

Nearby were twelve large pots. These were the collection 
bowls. As the pilgrims went into the main Temple to say their 
prayers they put their gifts into the bowls. The money they 
put in was Temple money. It belonged to God. It did not have 
Caesar’s head stamped on it. 

Jesus watched as people came by. There were all sorts of 
men and women. Some were rich, some were poor. The rich 
people opened their purses and tipped lots of coins into the 
bowls. Some did it quietly. Others made a great show of it. 
They held their pile of coins in both hands high over the 
bowls, then opened them and the money fell in with a great 
clatter. Some even dropped their coins in one by one. As they 
did so they bowed to the row of priests and scribes who stood 
nearby. The priests bowed back. They liked rich men. 

‘Look out for those people,’ said Jesus quietly to those near 
him. ‘There are always some priests and scribes who forget 
they are supposed to be servants. They love to dress up in fine 
clothes. They like people to call them “sir” and they love it 
when people bow to them in the streets. You will always find 
them sitting in the best seats or right at the front when 
something important is going on. Watch out for them. They 
don't really know very much about God.’ 

Just then à woman came up to the entrance of the Temple. 
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Jesus stopped talking and watched her. She was all alone. That 
meant she was à widow. Her dress was old and patched. She 
had no shoes. Her back was bent and she was very thin. 

The woman had no purse. In her hand she clutched two 
very small coins. They were worth hardly anything, but they 
were all she had. She stopped by the collection bowl, where 
she took one of the coins and droppedit in. The other was still 
in her hand. She looked at it for a second or two. Then she 
dropped that in as well. She shuffled on past the priests, who 
turned up their noses at her. 

‘Look at that,’ said Jesus to his disciples. ‘That’s what it 1s 
really all about. That woman has given more than all the rich 
people.” 

‘Given more?’ asked Peter. ‘But she had only two small 
copper coins.” 

‘Yes,’ said Jesus, ‘and that’s all she had. She will starve again 
now she has given that, but the rich won't. They kept enough 
back for themselves. The real value of a gift is what it costs the 
person who gives it. That woman has given to God every- 
thing she owns. Follow her example, not the priests”.” 
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29 


Should We Pay Taxes to 
Caesar? 


Luke 20: 19-26 


The priests and some of their followers didn’t know what to 
do. ‘We’ve got to get rid of this man,’ they said. 

‘How? 

‘Let’s arrest him for causing trouble.” 

‘We can't.” 

‘Why not? 

‘Because the crowd is always with him. He’s never alone. 
The people love him. If we arrest him we shall have a revol- 
ution on our hands. Then the Romans will blame us.” 

‘T know what we can do,’ said a scribe. 

‘What?’ asked the others. 

‘We must make him look silly in front of all the people. 
Let’s think up some awkward questions. If we can get the 
people to laugh at him he’s all ours. Or if we can make him say 
something against the Romans, they will arrest him. That's an 
even better idea. We shouldn’t have to do anything then. They 
would do it all for us. Come on.’ 

The small group of priests and scribes went down into 
Jerusalem. They had no trouble finding Jesus. As usual he had 
a big crowd around him. They joined the crowd and found 
one or two of their Pharisee friends already there. 

‘What's happening today?’ they asked. ‘Is he still in a bad 
mood? 

‘No,’ came the reply, ‘he’s telling stories. He’s just told 
them one about à vineyard owner. He made it sound as if he 
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were God’s own son and we were trying to kill him. Some of 
the crowd keep giving us ugly looks. Ifthose Roman soldiers 
weren’t here I wouldn'’t feel too safe.” 

‘Roman soldiers, where?’ asked the scribe. ‘Oh, Isee. Right, 
we shall soon sort him out.’ 

‘Teacher,’ he called out in a loud voice. 

The crowd turned and looked at him. So did Jesus. 

‘Teacher,’ he repeated in a softer voice. ‘We know you're 
not frightened of anyone,’ — he glanced towards the Roman 
soldiers — “we know you will always tell us what God wants. 
Tell us. Should we pay taxes to Caesar and the Romans or 
not? 

It was a trap. If Jesus said ‘Yes’, some of the crowd would 
leave him. They hated the Romans. If he said ‘No’, the 
Romans would arrest him for trying to make the people rebel 
against Caesar. 

The crowd waited for Jesus to reply. The scribe looked 
around at his friends and smiled. 

Jesus spoke. ‘Have you got a coin?’ he asked. 

‘Yes,’ said the scribe. He got out an ordinary coin. 

‘Whose head is on it?” asked Jesus. 

‘The head of Caesar,’ said the scribe. 

‘Then the answer is simple,’ said Jesus. ‘Give back to Caesar 
the things that belong to him, and give back to God his own 
things.” 

There was a pause. The crowd began to laugh. They real- 
ized what had happened. They laughed and laughed. But they 
were not laughing at Jesus. They were laughing at the scribe 
who had been beaten at his own game. They laughed even 
louder as the scribe and his friends left the crowd and hurried 
off, looking very cross. 
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30 
A Last Supper 


Mark 14: 12-26 


‘Where are we going to have our Passover feast?’ asked Peter. 
Jesus and his disciples were once again in Bethany. At first 
Jesus did not answer. He looked around and then took Peter 
and John outside. 

‘Listen,’ he said in a very quiet voice. ‘I have made some 
plans. Do exactly what I tell you. Go down into the city. At 
the gate you will see a man holding a water jar. When he sees 
you he will walk away. Follow him and make sure no one 
follows you. He will lead you to a house. Say to the owner of 
the house, “The Teacher says, ‘Where is the room where I am 
to eat with my disciples?” He will take you upstairs to a room 
built on to the roof of his house. Go in and get the meal ready. 
We will come this evening.” 

Jesus turned and went back indoors. 

Peter and John looked at each other. ‘What's the secret for?” 
asked Peter. ‘Why doesn't he just tell us the address?” 

‘I don’t know,” answered John. ‘But come on. I expect he 
has a reason.” 

The two men set off up the hill. ‘At least we can’t miss a 
man with à water jar,’ said John. ‘Only women carry water.’ 

‘Let's hope he’s there,’ replied Peter, ‘or we shan’t know 
which way to go.’ 

They came to the city gate. Sure enough, just inside stood a 
man with a water pot on his head. They went towards him. 
He saw them coming. Before they could speak he turned and 
moved away through the crowd. Peter and John followed. 
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The man turned off the main street into à small alley. The 
disciples went after him. John turned and looked back. No one 
was following them. 

‘Come on,’ called Peter, ‘we shall lose him.” 

They hurried to catch up. The man walked quickly. He 
turned to the left and then to the right. Peter and John had 
never been in this part of the city before. They were lost. 

Suddenly the man disappeared. 

‘Where’s he gone?’ asked Peter. 

‘There,’ said John, ‘that door.’ 

The door of a house was open. The man had gone in- 
side. Another man appeared in the doorway. Peter and John 
stopped in front of him. 

‘What do you want?’ the man asked. 

Peter spoke. ‘The Teacher says, “Where is the room wherel 
am to eat with my disciples?””? 

The man nodded to the steps at the side of the house. Peter 
and John went up. They heard the door of the house close 
behind them. Just as Jesus had said, at the top of the steps, 
instead of à flat roof, was another room. They opened the 
door and went in. The two men began to get the meal ready. 
A short distance away Judas Iscariot wasin aroom atthe Temple. 
À small group of priests and Pharisees were with him. 

‘T know he will be in the city after dark,’ Judas was saying, 
‘but I don’t know where.’ 

‘Why not?’ asked one of the priests. 

‘Because he has not told anyone where we are having the 
feast. As soon as I know I will come and get you.” 

‘Make sure you do,” said the priest. ‘Itis our only chance and 
we will pay you well.” 

‘IfI am too late,’ said Judas, ‘T can tell you this. He will go 
home by the footpath through the olive woods.” 


Jesus and the other disciples arrived in the evening. They sat 
on cushions around a small table. It was a simple meal. 
Each man took a lump of bread and dipped it into the 
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central bowl of meat soup. They talked. Judas sat at the end 
near the door. 

Suddenly Jesus said, ‘One of you is going to betray me. 

The talking stopped. 

‘Betray you?’ gasped Peter. ‘Who? I shall kill him first.” 

‘It will be one of you,’ was all Jesus would say. ‘One of you 
who is dipping into the dish with me.” 

The disciples were silent. They looked at one another. 

Jesus spoke again. He had picked up the long loaf of bread. 
‘This is my body,’ he said. He broke pieces off the loaf. ‘It is 
broken for you,’ he added as he passed the pieces round. 

Then he took à large cup full of wine and said, “This is my 
blood which is shed for you. Drink it, all of it.” 

He passed the cup round. They all drank from it. 

There was silence. Judas moved towards the door. ‘Excuse 
me a minute,’ he said. 

Jesus replied, ‘Be quick’, and Judas had gone. 

They started to sing. Then Jesus said, ‘Let's go.” 

Quite suddenly the feast was over. They moved through 
the dark narrow streets towards the gate. 


The owner of the house was in bed. Suddenly there was a lot 
of noise. Men were running up the stairs above him. Fire 
torches shone in the night. 

‘They’ve gone. They’ve gone,’ someone shouted. More 
footsteps. Men came running down the stairs. 

‘John, John,’ called the man to his son. ‘Quickly, get up.’ 

Young John rubbed his eyes and got out of bed. ‘What's 
up?’ he said. He reached for his clothes. 

‘No time,’ shouted his father. ‘Quick, run. They are after 
Jesus. As fast as you can. Run to the olive wood. You might 
get there first. Warn Jesus.’ 

Dressed only in a loincloth, John Mark ran out ofthe house. 
He ran off into the night chasing after the men who were 
following Jesus. The streets were empty. It was late at night. 
No one was about. 
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31 
 Arrest at Midnight 


Mark 14: 27-52 


The night was dark. Jesus and his disciples went out of 
Jerusalem and down the hill. They crossed the stream at the 
bottom. In front of them was the Mount of Olives covered in 
trees. The wood looked very black. 

Jesus stopped. They were standing in a small open space, 
like à garden. Nobody spoke. Jesus appeared very sad. He 
looked round at the disciples. Suddenly he broke the silence. 
‘You will all run away from me,’ he said. 

‘T won't,” said Peter, without stopping to think. 

‘Ves, you will, you all will,’ replied Jesus, ‘like sheep when 
the shepherd is knocked over.’ 

‘I don’t know about the others,’ said Peter, ‘but I tell you 
this. I shall stay whatever happens.’ 

‘And I shall tell you this,’ Jesus replied sadly. ‘Before the 
cock crows in the morning you will have said three times that 
you have never heard of me.’ 

‘TI die first,” said Peter. 

Jesus did not answer. They were all silent again. Then Jesus 
said, ‘Stay here. I want to pray.” 

Most of the disciples sat down. They were pes tiredsPeter; 
James and John went on with Jesus. 

Jesus stopped again. ‘Wait here,” he said to the three men. ‘I 
want to be alone for à few minutes. Keep watch.” 

They were at the edge of the wood. Jesus went on a little 
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farther. The three men sat on the grass. One by one they lay 
down. In a few minutes they were all asleep. 

Some time later Jesus came back. His footsteps woke Peter, 
who sat up. 

‘Were you sleeping?’ said Jesus. ‘Couldn'’t you even keep 
awake for that long? Keep watch. Pray hard.’ Jesus went off 
into the trees again. He had his own prayers to say. He did not 
want to die, but he did not want to run away either. ‘Tell me, 
God, what should I do?’ was what he was saying, over and 
Over again. 

Jesus came back. This time the disciples were all fast asleep. 
They did not even hear him coming. ‘Asleep again?’ said 
Jesus. They sat up. They didn’t know what to say. They had 
let him down again. 

For a third time Jesus went off. For a third time the disciples 
fell asleep. 


Down near the stream there were lights. Men with torches 
were hurrying down the hill opposite. Jesus came back to 
Peter, James and John. ‘Still asleep,” he said. ‘Never mind. It 
doesn't matter any more. I have been betrayed. Here they 
come.” 

There were shouts from down thehill. Men were running. 
Shadows and flaming torches were moving through the trees. 
Cries of ‘Look out’, ‘Run’, ‘Don't let him get away’ and 
‘Where’s the leader?’ could be heard as the mob found the 
main group of disciples. One or two crashed past Jesus in the 
darkness. They did not stop. Jesus did not move. The mob 
with torches came close. 

‘Which is Jesus? Is he here?’ shouted à voice. 

One man with the group broke away. He ran over to Jesus, 
put his arm round his neck, kissed him on the cheek and in a 
loud voice said, ‘Master’. It was Judas. 2 

Jesus stood still. He was surrounded now by men with 
swords. They were waiting for him to fight or run. Instead he 
looked at them and said, ‘Are you looking for a thief with all 
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those weapons? You’ve seen me in the Temple every day for 
this last week. Why didn’t you catch me there?’ He was very 
calm. Everybody else was excited. 

À little way away Peter was still shouting and waving his 
own sword around. Just then out of the trees ran a young man 
of about seventeen. All he had on was a loincloth. He stopped. 
He could see that Jesus was already captured. He was too late. 
One of the soldiers took a grab at him. He caught hold of the 
loincloth. The boy twisted and the cloth came away in the 
soldier’s hand. Before he could do anything the boy had run 
off down the hill as fast as he could. He had nothing on at all. 

‘Leave him,’ said à voice. ‘This is the one we want.’ 

In all the excitement James and John and Peter had slipped 
offinto the woods. Jesus was alone. The soldiers tied his hands 
behind his back. They pushed him back down the hill towards 
the city of Jerusalem. 

Peter was still watching. He had hidden in the trees. He kept 
in the shadows and followed the mob which had taken Jesus. 
It was midnight. 


32 
Peter — Half a Hero 


Mark 14: 15-72 


It was a cold night. À fire burned in the middle of the court- 
yard. À few servants and one or two soldiers sat round it. It 
was hard to see their faces properly. Peter crept into the yard. 
He was alone. The others had all run away. He kept in the 
shadows. One room of the house was lit. Through the win- 
dow Peter could see Jesus standing. He had soldiers at his side. 
Facing him was the High Priest. Peter could see that the High 
Priest was talking. He could not hear what was being said. 

Peter moved closer. Now he was near the fire. Its light 
shone on his face. Peter sat down on the stones in the court- 
yard. He pretended to be warming himself. Perhaps he could 
find out from the servants what was happening. 

He looked up at the window again. Now the High Priest 
was on his feet. He was shouting at Jesus. Jesus seemed to be 
just standing there, saying nothing. 

Peter was trying to catch what was being said. Suddenly he 
realized that somebody was very close to him. He took his 
eyes from the window and saw a young girl standing in front 
of him. She was one of the servants. 

‘Hullo,” she said. ‘Who are you? 

Peter did not answer. 

The girl bent down and looked closer. ‘You were with him, 
weren’t you?’ she went on. ‘With that Jesus of Nazareth 
they’ve got in there.” She nodded towards the windows. 
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Peter felt very frightened. ‘What are you talking about?’ he 
said. ‘Jesus of Nazareth? l’ve never heard of him.’ 

“Hub! said the girl. She moved over to the small group of 
servants sitting nearby. 

Peter glanced up at the window again. What he saw filled 
him with horror. Fists were flying now. Somebody had put a 
blindfold on Jesus. He was being pushed about by the ser- 
vants. From time to time one of them hit him across the face or 
punched him in the stomach. The fire was warm but Peter 
shivered with fear. 

He suddenly realized that the little group of servants were 
all looking at him. The girl who had spoken to him was saying 
to her friends ‘He’s one of them’. 

Peter heard. He spoke up. ‘Take no notice of her,’ he said. 
‘She docsn’t know what she’s talking about.’ 

He tried to say it quietly, but it was no good. Other people 
in the dark courtyard had stopped talking. They were all 
looking at him. One or two of the men started to walk over 
towards Peter. They stood near him. Peter got to his feet. 

‘You’ve got à northern accent,’ said one of the men. ‘You 
obviously come from Galilee. I think the girl’s right. You are 
once of them. Perhaps they’d like to ask you some questions 
too.” 

Peter swore. Then he said, ‘Jesus? l’ve never had anything 
to do with that man. I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ 

Just at that moment the main door of the house opened. A 
voice called out of the darkness, ‘Escort wanted. Take the 
prisoner to Governor Pilate.” 

The men who were near Peter moved quickly. They ran 
over to where they had been sitting, picked up their swords 
and coats and went over to the door. The white figure of Jesus 
appeared in the doorway. His hands were tied. The soldiers 
marched away with him out of the gateway. 

AIl was quiet again in the courtyard. Peter looked up. The 
first rays of daylight could be seen in the sky. Dawn was 
breaking. Away in the distance a cock crowed. Suddenly Peter 
remembered almost the last thing Jesus had said to him: 


95 


‘Before the cock crows in the morning you will have said 
three times that you have never heard of me.’ The tears ran 
down Peter’s cheeks. He turned and ran out of the gate. 
Behind him he heard the laugh of the servant girl. 
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33 
Our King Must Die 


Luke 23: 1-49 


Pilate was in a bad mood. He did not like the High Priest and 
his followers at any time. At six o’clock in the morning it was 
all too much. Here they were with a prisoner, and they had 
brought à small noisy crowd which filled his courtyard. 

‘Sort it out yourselves,’ Pilate said to the High Priest. ‘I 
don’t want to be bothered with your little affairs at this hour 
of the morning.” 

‘But you are the Roman Governor,’ answered the High 
Priest, ‘and only the Romans can give the death penalty.” 

‘Death penalty?’ echoed Pilate. ‘You want this man put to 
death? Why? What’s he supposed to have done? 

‘He claims he is a king,’ came the answer. 

Pilate turned to Jesus. ‘Is that true?’ he asked. ‘Are you King 
of the Jews?’ 

‘The words are yours, not mine,’ answered Jesus. He knew 
he could not begin to explain what sort of a king he was. The 
priests and the crowd did not want to listen to him. 

Pilate turned back to the priests. ‘There is nothing wrong 
with this man,’ he said. ‘He is not guilty.” 

‘You cannot let him go,’ screamed the High Priest. ‘He has 
been stirring up trouble everywhere from Galilee, where he 
comes from, right down to Jerusalem.” 

‘Oh, he comes from Galilee, does he?’ said Pilate. ‘Good, 
well take him off to Herod, then. He’s supposed to be in 
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charge of Galilee. I shall not condemn him to death.” He got up 
and went back into his palace. 


Herod was a very fat man. He thought he was very witty. He 
had heard all about Jesus but until now he had never met him. 

Jesus stood quietly in front of Herod. Herod walked all 
round him, jabbing him with a fat finger. 

‘King,’ said Herod. ‘You don’t look like a king, do you?" He 
laughed. ‘Let’s make him a king,’ he said. 

Herod sent his soldiers off. They came back with a purple 
robe. Herod put it around Jesus’ shoulders. It covered his torn 
and muddy white cloak. 

‘A crown, called Herod. ‘A king must have a crown. Get 
one that will fit tightly.’ 

The soldiers ran off into the garden. À few minutes later 
they returned carrying some thin branches off a thorn bush. 
One of them twisted the twigs into a circle. He scratched his 
hands as he did so. Then he carefully took the rough crown 
and lifted it over Jesus’ head. 

‘“Hail, King of the Jews,’ Herod shouted. 

The soldier brought the crown down hard on Jesus’ head. 
The thorns dug in. Blood began to trickle down Jesus’ face. 
He did not make a sound. 

That annoyed Herod. ‘Salute the king,” he shouted and gave 
Jesus a push. Before Jesus could fall a soldier behind pushed 
him back. They all joined in pushing and shoving. Still Jesus 
did not say a word. 

‘Take him away,’ snarled Herod. ‘Take him back to Pilate. I 
don’t know what to do with him.’ 


Jesus stood in front of Pilate again. 

‘So, Herod can't find anything wrong with you either,’ said 
Pilate. He took Jesus outside to the courtyard. ‘There is 
nothing wrong with this man,’ said Pilate. ‘Today is a feast 
day. Itis my custom to let a prisoner go free on such a day... 
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Before he could finish speaking a voice in the crowd called 
out, ‘Free Barabbas. We want Barabbas.’ 

‘Barabbas?” gasped Pilate. ‘But he is the biggest thief and 
murderer in town.” 

The crowd in the courtyard began to chant, ‘We want 
Barabbas. We want Barabbas. We want Barabbas.’ 

Pilate looked around. At his shoulder the High Priest whis- 
pered, ‘You’re going to have a revolution if you’re not careful. 
I don't think Caesar in Rome would like that. Especially ifit’s 
all over à man who claims to be king.” 

Pilate suddenly felt frightened. He held up his hand. ‘AII 
right, all right,’ he said as the shouting stopped. ‘T shall set 
Barabbas free.” The crowd cheered. ‘But what shall I do then 
with this man Jesus?” 

‘Hang him,’ called a voice. ‘Hang him on a cross.” The mob 
started to chant again, ‘Hang him, hang him on a cross.” 

Pilate tried again. ‘Why?’ he called out. ‘What has he done 
wrong? 

Nobody answered. The crowd went on chanting, ‘Hang 
him, hang him on a cross. Hang him, hang him on a cross.’ 

Pilate whispered to a soldier. The soldier went away. He 
came back with a towel and a bowl of water. 

‘Look,’ called Pilate, ‘I wash my hands of this man Jesus. Do 
with him what you want.’ He turned and walked away. He 
could not look Jesus in the face. 


By nine o’clock in the morning the pilgrims were pouring 
through the gates of Jerusalem in their hundreds. Outside on a 
small hillside stood three crosses. 

‘Poor devils,’ said one man to another. ‘The Romans are 
very cruel. I wonder what they’ve done.” 

Few of them realized that Jesus whom they had cheered all 
week was one of them. When they found out, it was too late. 

Jesus hung there in the sun. Roman guards stood near the 
cross. One or two of his disciples stood nearby. There was 
nothing they could do. 
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At three o’clock in the afternoon Jesus died. People were in 
tears. ‘He was a good man,’ they said. ‘He never did anything 
but good to anybody.’ 

‘Well, that's it,’ muttered one of Jesus’ foliowers. ‘It's all 
OVET NOW.” 

Little did he know. It was not all over. The most exciting 
thing of all was just about to happen. 
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34 


Easter — He’s Not Here but 
Everywhere 


Luke 24: 1-11; John 20: 1-10 


It was Sunday morning. Jesus had been dead for two days. 

Mary Magdalenc got up very early. It was still dark. She 
could not slecp. She was still very upset at what had happened 
to Jesus. There was nothing she could do, but she did not want 
just to sit around fecling miserable. She decided she would go 
down to the cave where the body of Jesus had been put. She 
would take spices and herbs and anoint Jesus’ body for the last 
time. 

Mary left the house and walked out of the village. She was 
glad to be 2lone. It was à long walk to the graveyard outside 
Jerusalem. Suddenly she stopped. What 2 fool she was! It had 
taken three men to roll the huge boulder into the mouth of the 
tomb. How could she possibly push it aside on her own? No. 
She was nearly at the graveyard. Better to go on and just sit in 
the garden than to go back to à house where everybody was 
miscrable and sad. 

The first rays of light were just crecping into the eastern sky 
when she got to the tomb. Mary shivered. It was cold. It was 
also rather frightening. She stood in front of the tomb. Sud- 
denly 4 look of horror came into her eyes. She could not 
bclicve what she saw. The entrance was wide open, a huge 
hole in the darkness in front of her. The stone she knew she 
could not move had gonc. 

Mary crept forward. She peered into the darkness of the 
cave. On the left was a rough stone slab. That was where 
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Jesus’ body had been placed. It was empty. The body had 
one. 

. Mary’s hand flew to her mouth. She stopped the scream as 

it came into her throat. She turned and ran. On and on into the 

first light of morning she ran, all the way back to the village. 

When she came to the house she looked a dreadful sight. She 
was out of breath. Her dress was covered in dust. The sweat 
poured down her face. She stood in the doorway leaning 
against the doorpost. 

Peter and John, who were sitting inside, leapt to their feet. 

‘Mary, what's the matter? Where have you been?” 

‘He’s gone,’ she gasped. ‘He’s not there. Somebody has 
taken him.” 

‘Who?’ demanded Peter. ‘What are you talking about?” 

‘Jesus,’ sobbed Mary. ‘l’ve been to the tomb. It’s empty. 
He’s not there.” 

John was out of the house in a flash. He bounded down the 
slope. Peter was hard on his heels. John was still head when 
they got to the tomb. He stopped at the entrance. Peter 
crashed past him, straight into the cave. 

It was daylight now. They could see. The stone slab was not 
quite empty. There were some white linen cloths on it. They 
were the sheets in which the body had been wrapped. It was as 
if the body had just melted away in the middle of them. 

The two men looked at each other. They said nothing. 
They were both thinking the same thing. ‘On thethird day I will 
rise again.” Jesus had said that many times. Could it really be? 

There was nothing they could do here. They turned and 
made their way back to the village. They needed time to think. 


Meanwhile Mary had followed them back to the tomb. She 
had walked slowly this time. She sat on a stone crying quietly 
to herself. Through the tears she looked up into the empty 
tomb. What was that? Two figures could be seen inside the 
cave, sitting where the body had been. One of them spoke. 
‘Why are you crying?’ he asked. 


104 


‘Because someone has taken away my Lord and I don't 
know where they have put him,’ replied Mary. 

She turned away. There was another figure in white stand- 
ing just behind her. He asked the same question: ‘Why are you 
crying? Who is it you are looking for? 

Mary thought it was the gardener. ‘Tell me, sir,’ she 
sobbed. ‘Tell me. If you have taken him away, tell me where 
you’ve put him.” 

In reply the tall figure said one word — ‘Mary. 

Mary could not believe her ears. Only one person ever 
spoke her name like that. For a moment her heart almost 
stopped beating, and then she whirled round to face the 
speaker. ‘Rabboni,’ she gasped. ‘Rabboni, great teacher, how 
can it be?’ She moved towards him, arms outstretched. 

The figure backed away and put out his hand. ‘No, Mary, 
don’t touch me, not yet. Just go back to the others. Tell them I 
have risen. T'ell them that soon I shall go back to God but I am 
not dead.” 

At that the figure disappeared. 

Mary stood there alone. Then for the second time that 
morning she ran back home. Nearly all the disciples were 
there now. John and Peter were excited. The others looked 
frightened. Mary’s face shone. She looked quite different 
from the way she had an hour ago. She was calm and very, 
very happy, whereas a little while before she had been sobbing 
and crying. The men were quick to see the difference. 

‘What is it, Mary?’ asked John quietly. 

‘I have seen the Lord,’ said Mary. And she told them what 
had happened in the garden. 

John listened. He believed her. So did Peter. But the others 
shook their heads and looked at one another. Was Mary all 
right? Or was she so upset that she was going slightly mad? 
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39 


A Stranger on the Emmaus 
Road 


Luke 24: 13-33 


Emmaus was a little village about eleven kilometres from 
Jerusalem. Two weary men walked along the dusty road 
towards it. Their heads were low and they dragged their feet. 
They were going home. 

‘What did you think of Mary'’s story, Cleopas?’ muttered 
one of the men. 

‘She was imagining things,’ said Cleopas. ‘You know what 
women are like. They get all excited and start seeing things.” 

‘Yes, l’m afraid you're right,’ replied his friend. ‘It's sad 
though. Jesus was such a splendid person. How could it all 
happen to him? Why did they do it?’ He sounded as if he were 
going tO Cry. 

‘Forget it,” said Cleopas sharply. ‘We followed him. We had 
high hopes and they came to nothing. There’s nothing we can 
do except go home and get back to normal.’ 

While the two men were talking, another traveller had 
caught up with them. He slowed down and walked alongside 
Cleopas. He gave the normal Jewish greeting. ‘Shalom,’ he 
said. ‘Peace be with you.’ 

‘Shalom,” replied Cleopas, not even bothering to look up. 

The three trudged along in silence for a while. Then the 
stranger spoke again. ‘I could not help hearing you talking just 
now,’ he said. ‘What was it all about?’ 

Cleopas and his friend stopped. ‘For goodness’ sake,’ said 
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Cleopas, ‘don't tell me you’re the only person who doesn't 
know what has been going on these last few days.’ 

‘What things?’ asked the stranger. 

Cleopas groaned. How could anybody be so ignorant? 

‘The things about Jesus of Nazareth,’ answered Cleopas as 
they continued walking. ‘He was a great teacher. A lot of us 
followed him. We thought he was the Messiah who was going 
to save us all. But the priests and the Pharisees all ganged up on 
him. They got the Romans to crucify him last Friday. Do you 
mean to say you haven’t heard all this? Where have you been 
these last few days? 

The stranger did not answer straight away. Then he said, 
‘And that was the end of it, was it — last Friday? I thought I 
heard you talking about something happening this morning.” 

‘Oh, that was just one of the women,’ replied Cleopas. ‘She 
went off to the tomb early today. They couldn’t find the body 
and she came running back with a story about angels and 
Jesus’ being still alive. It upset everybody. You know what 
women are like.” 

‘But I thought you said you all believed this Jesus was the 
Messiah,’ said the stranger. 

‘Well, what of it?’ asked Cleopas. He wished this man 
would go away. He made him feel uncomfortable. 

‘Ifhe was Messiah,” said the stranger, ‘he had to die and then 
come back. It’s what the Scriptures say. Listen.” The man 
started talking about Moses and Elijah and all the prophets. 

He went on and on and on: Cleopas only half listened. He 
was tired and sad and angry. Still the stranger talked. Let him, 
they were nearly there. 

It was almost dark. The three men entered the village of 
Emmaus. Where was the stranger going? He had not said. 

‘Come and eat with us,’ said Cleopas. ‘It’s nearly dark. You 
can’t continue your journey at night.” 

‘Thank you,’ said the stranger. 

They went indoors. À meal was made. The three men sat 
together at the table. 

Before Cleopas could do anything the stranger reached out 
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and took the long loaf of bread. He held it in his hands and 
broke it. He offered the pieces to Cleopas and his friends. 
Nothing was said. There was a moment of perfect quiet. 

‘Jesus,’ gasped Cleopas. He looked down at the bread in his 
hand. He looked at his friend. Both looked across the table at 
the stranger. He had gone. There was nothing there but an 
empty seat. 

‘Am Î imagining things?’ gasped Cleopas. 

‘No,’ said his friend. ‘The bread is real enough. And we 
have listened to him talk all afternoon. Mary was right—that's 
what he said. It was him all the time.” 

‘No one will believe us,’ cried Cleopas, still clutching the 
bread. 

‘They must,’ answered his friend, jumping to his feet and 
reaching for his cloak. ‘Come on.’ 

‘Where are we going?’ asked Cleopas. 

‘Back to Jerusalem,’ came the answer. 

‘But it’s already dark,’ said Cleopas. 

‘Who cares? We’ve seen a light tonight which will last for 
ever. l’m going to tell the others. Are you coming? 

The two men went out into the night. Their heads were 
high and they no longer dragged their feet through the dust. 
They hurried back to Jerusalem as fast as their legs would 
carry them. 


36 
Behind Closed Doors 


John 20: 19-30 


There was a loud knocking on the door. Inside the room the 
men looked at one another. Their faces were white with fear. 
They held their breath and said nothing. 

The knocking started again. 

‘Open the door. Open the door,’ called a voice. 

No one moved. The knocking went on. 

‘They will break the door down,’ whispered Peter. ‘What 
are we going to do? We shall have to let them in.’ 

The others nodded. This was really the end, then. The 
priests and Pharisees had killed Jesus. Now they had found his 
disciples. Would they all be killed as well? 

‘Open up. Open up,’ called the voice again. 

Peter broke the silence. ‘Who is it?’ he called. 

‘Cleopas,’ came the answer. ‘Let me in. Quickly.” 

There was a sigh of relief. Men rushed towards the door. 
Hands pulled back the heavy wooden bar. Cleopas and his 
friend almost fell into the room. The door was shut again. The 
bar was pushed back in its place. 

‘What's the matter?’ asked Peter. ‘We thought you had gone 
back to Emmaus. It’s nearly midnight. What are you doing 
back here? Have you been followed?’ 

‘We’ve seen him, we’ve seen him,’ gasped Cleopas. ‘We 
saw him in Emmaus and we’ve almost run all the way back to 
tell you.’ 

‘Seen whom?” said Peter impatiently. 
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‘Jesus!’ Cleopas almost screamed. ‘We have seen Jesus! 
Mary was right. He is not dead. We have seen him. We have 
talked to him.” 

Then they sat down and slowly Cleopas told the other 
disciples all that had happened on the way home to Emmaus. 

When he stopped Peter interrupted. ‘And you say he talked 
to you all that time and you didn't know who he was?’ he 
asked. ‘How is that possible? 

‘I don’t know,’ said Cleopas. ‘He is the same and yet he is 
different. I can’t explain it. It was only when he broke the 
bread and handed it to us that we realized who he was.” 

The room was very still. No one said anything. No one 
moved. The silence seemed to grow. They were all looking at 
Cleopas when suddenly a voice from behind them said very 
quietly, ‘Shalom. Peace be with you.’ The men whirled round 
and stood, eyes and mouths wide open in amazement. There 
stood Jesus. Behind him the door still had the bar across. 
Nobody moved. 

‘What is the matter?’ asked Jesus quietly. ‘Why are you 
worried? I told youit would be like this. Touch meif you like. 
See my hands and side just as they were wounded on the 
cross.” He held up his hands. ‘l’m more than just a ghost,’ said 
Jesus. ‘Have you anything to eat? 

AI that was left on the table was a bit of boiled fish. Peter 
held it out. Jesus took it and ate it and then — as quietly and 
suddenly as he had come — he was gone. There were just the 
disciples in the room. 

They looked at one another. Nobody could speak. Then 
there was another noise at the door, a gentle tapping this time. 

‘Who's there?’ called Peter. 

‘Thomas,’ came a whispered reply. ‘Let me in.’ 

Peter slid back the bar and Thomas stood in the doorway. 
He looked at the disciples. Nobody spoke. 

‘Is all right,’ said Thomas cheerfully, ‘it’s only me. Good- 
ness, you all look as if you’ve seen a ghost.” 

Nobody thought that was funny. 

‘He was here a minute ago,’ gasped Peter. ‘Jesus was here.’ 
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‘Jesus?’ echoed Thomas. ‘Here?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Peter, ‘standing right where you are now.’ 

‘You must be crazy,’ laughed Thomas, ‘l’ve just come up 
the stairs and nobody passed me.’ He looked around at the 
others and shrugged his shoulders. ‘Vou’re as bad as the 
women,’ he muttered. He looked at the table. ‘Haven’t you 
left me anything to eat?’ he asked angrily. 

‘Yes,’ replied Peter, ‘we left you some fish — only,’ he 
paused, ‘we gave it to him: He was hungry.’ 

The plate stood empty. There had been some fish there. 
Cleopas looked down. In his hand he still clutched the small 
piece of bread Jesus had given him. He had been the same but 
he had been different. re bread and the fish were real 
enough, though. 

Thomas was still Murs ‘You're all going mad,’ he was 
saying. ‘Fish or no fish l’Il only believe when I can put my 
fingers against the holes in his hands. Seeing is believing, 
that’s what I say. It’s late. l’m going to sleep. You should do 
the same. You’ll feel better in the morning.” 


À week later the men were still living in the same house. They 
did not know what to do. The door was still bolted, although 
it seemed the priests had forgotten about them. They sat 
around talking. 

Suddenly it all happened again. 

‘Shalom,’ said a voice and there he was. Jesus stood in the 
middle of the room. He looked straight at Thomas. Thomas 
looked back. 

‘See,’ said Jesus. ‘Here are my hands. Put your fingers into 
the holes where the naiïls went. I want you to believe.” 

Thomas did not move for a second. Then he fell to his knees 
on the floor. ‘My Lord and my God,’ he sobbed. 

Jesus spoke again. ‘You have believed because you have 
seen me with your eyes,’ he said. ‘I am happy for all those who 
will believe without seeing me like that.’ 

Again he disappeared as silently as he had come. The dis- 
ciples sat down and began to talk. 
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‘There’s nothing else we can do here,’ said Peter. ‘T am 
zoing back home to Galilee.” 
The other fishermen agreed. Next morning they set off for 
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37 


: Come and Have Some 
Breakfast before Going to 
Work 


John 21: 1-14 


‘Tam going fishing,” said Peter. He looked round at the group 
of men near him. There were James and John, Thomas, 
Nathaniel and two other men. They had all been followers of 
Jesus. Now they were back home again in Galilee. 

The sun was just going down. The lake was calm. It would 
be a good night for fishing. 

‘T am going fishing,’ Peter repeated. ‘Is anybody else 
coming? 

‘Yes,’ answered the others. ‘We will come with you.’ 

They dragged the boat into the water and climbed in. The 
nets were already in the boat. They rowed away from the 
shore. It was dark by now. They cast the net at the side of the 
boat, waited and then pulled it in. Nothing. They tried again 
on the other side. Nothing there either. They rowed on a little 
and threw the net out once more. Again, nothing. 

AI night long they kept trying. The men were all fisher- 
men. They knew just where the fish could be found, but on 
this night it was as if the lake had been emptied of fish. It was 
hot, hard work throwing the net out, pulling it back into the 
boat again. Although it was night Peter was so hot he had 
stripped off nearly all his clothes. 

At last daylight began to come. The boat was nearly back 
by the shore, but still they had no fish. 

‘One last try,’ said Peter as he stood up in the boat and threw 
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the net out on the left-hand side of the boat. He waited. He 
began to pull in the net. It was very light. He knew it was 
empty long before he had got it into the boat. 

Suddenly à voice came across the water from the shore. 
‘Have you got any fish, lads? 

The men looked round. There on the beach stood a lonely 
figure. In the half-light they could not see who it was. 

‘No! they shouted together. 

‘Try casting the net on the right-hand side of the boat,” 
came the reply. 

Peter shrugged his shoulders and looked at the others. They 
nodded. Why not? One more try wouldn't hurt anybody. 
Peter turned. The sweat on his huge shoulders shone in the 
early morning sun as he swung the net again. It landed on the 
sea. The ripples spread. The net sank slowly under the water. 

Peter waited. Then he grasped hold of the net to pull it in. It 
would not come. Perhaps it was caught on a rock. He bent 
down and pulled harder. The whole boat tipped on its side. 
Out in the water where the net was came a flash of silver. The 
net was s0 full of fish that Peter could not pull it in. It would 
sink the boat if he were to do so. 

John had turned round. He was looking again at the figure 
on the shore. ‘It’s the Lord,’ he gasped. 

‘What?’ shouted Peter. 

Before anyone could stop him Peter had grabbed his clothes 
and jumped into the water. It was quite shallow. The water 
came up to his shoulders. He started to wade towards the 
beach. 

The other fishermen took the oars. They rowed slowly to 
the shore, pulling the heavy net behind them. As the boat 
touched the stones they jumped out. Sure enough it was Jesus 
standing there. 

Nearby there was a fire burning on the beach. On the hot 
stones fish were cooking and bread was toasting. 

‘Bring some more fish from your catch,’ said Jesus. 

Peter jumped into the boat and hauled the net on to the 
beach. It was packed tight with fish. (Later on Peter counted 
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them and found there were one hundred and fifty-three 
altogether.) 

‘Come on,’ called Jesus, ‘come and have breakfast.’ 

They sat round the fire, a group of weary but very happy 
men. Jesus took the bread and the fish and handed it to them. It 
was just like old times. As the sun rose in the sky they ate 
breakfast together. It was more than à new day: it was the 
beginning of a new life. 

What was it Jesus had said to them at the start of the story? 
‘Let’s go fishing for men.” As Jesus left them they knew that 
that was what they were going to do. Now they knew for 
certain. Things were different. The world had changed. 
Nothing could ever be the same again. They had work to do. 

Once again they pulled their boats up the shore, hung up 
their nets, said goodbye to their families and set off. 


STORIES OF JESUS’ 
FOLLOWERS 


36 


Rushing Winds and 
Glowing Fires 


Acts 2: 1-47 


The disciples were back in Jerusalem. Jesus had left them. 
They knew they would never see him again. But he was not 
dead: his spirit was still there. If only they could feel it. 
They sat and looked at one another. Outside in the street 
there was the noise of people talking and singing. It was the 
Day of First Fruits. The wheat harvest had been gathered in 
and it was a holiday. It was also called the Day of Pentecost. 
Peter looked out from the window. All those people! He 
glanced back into the room. Just a handful of men! What could 
they do? They were not even powerful men. They were 
fishermen, tax-collectors, ordinary workers. Outside were 
priests, Pharisees, civil servants, rich business men and the 
rest. So many of them were clever; some had lots of money. 
When Jesus had been here Peter had felt strong. Now he 
suddenly felt very weak. He turned back to the others. 
And then it happened. The room was dull and quiet. The 
only light came from the tiny windows; the only sound was 
the crowd in the street outside. Suddenly it was all changed. 
There seemed to be a rumbling sound and a movement in the 
air. It felt as if a strong wind were beating through the house. 
The disciples looked up. Across the room they gazed at one 
another. They glowed. There was no other word for it. It was 
as if they were on fire. À minute ago they had been gloomy. 
Now each of them suddenly felt more alive than he had ever 


119 


BSFT(NT) - 1 


felt before. They started to talk and shout. Most of the words 
didn't seem to make any sense but it didn't matter. 

The wind stopped and the light faded. But the fires inside 
them went on burning. 

Peter, as always, was the first to move. ‘Come on,’ he 
shouted. ‘Let’s go.’ He opened the door and rushed out into 
the street. 

The others followed. They were still all very excited, talk- 
ing in loud voices. People in the street stopped and stared at 
them. Who were these strange men rushing about shouting at 
everybody? They seemed to be talking every language in the 
world except their own. 

‘Are they mad?’ someone asked. 

‘I think they’re drunk,’ said another. 

The crowd had got bigger. People started to laugh. ‘That's 
it. They’re drunk. Come on. Leave them to make fools of 
themselves.” 

It was Peter who got things under control. He jumped up 
on to a wall. He held up his hands and shouted out. The 
talking stopped. The other disciples came over and stood near 
him. Everyone went quiet. 

‘Listen to me,’ said Peter. ‘These men are not drunk. It is 
only nine o’clock in the morning. They are like this because 
something great has just happened to them. Do you 
remember what the prophet Joel said God would do? What 
was it? 


‘“T will pour out my Spirit upon all men. 

Your young men shall see visions 

Your old men shall dream dreams 

[ will pour out my Spirit and they shall speak out.” 


‘That's what's happened,” Peter went on. ‘It is Jesus from 
Nazareth who was put to death here eight weeks ago. We are 
his followers. He came back from the dead. Then he left us. 
This morning his Spirit has come into all of us. That’s why we 
are PACE | 

Peter went on and on. But the crowd listened. He seemed to 
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know what he was talking about. The crowd grew bigger and 
bigger. 

Still. Peter talked, first in one part of the city and then 
another. 

At nine o’clock that morning there were just a few Christ- 
ians — the disciples and a few women like Mary Magdalene. 
By nine o’clock that night there were several hundred. 

It was the birthday of the Church. Day after day it went on 
getting bigger and bigger. 
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39 
Give Us Strength, Lord 


Acts 3: 1 — 4: 51 


‘Alms, masters, alms! Can you spare money for a poor lame 
man? 

The beggar called out to Peter and John. They were going 
into the Temple. Two friends of the beggar were just putting 
him down on the steps by the gate. 

‘Alms, masters, alms! Help a poor lame man.” 

Peter stopped. He looked at John. John shrugged his shoul- 
ders. He had no money either. Peter found he was shaking. He 
knew what Jesus would have done. But had he got the power 
to do it? He drew a big breath and spoke out. ‘Look at us,’ he 
ordered in a firm voice. 

The beggar looked up. Usually he sat staring at the ground. 
Peter looked back straight into the man's eyes. He was sure. 
This beggar was not pretending. He was really poor and ill. 

‘Listen,’ said Peter. ‘I have no money, no silver, no gold. 
But I am going to give you what I do have. In the name of 
Jesus of Nazareth get up and walk! 

The beggar suddenly looked frightened. He looked away. 
But Peter could not stop now. He put out his hand, took hold 
of the beggar’s arm and pulled him to his feet. 

For a moment it looked as if the man would fall. He swayed 
from one side to the other. And then all at once he was 
standing up. He started to put one foot in front of the other. 
First he walked one way and then back again. He could not 
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believe it. À crowd started to gather. The man began to jump 
up and down. 

Seeing the crowd, Peter turned round and started to preach 
again. He never missed a chance. The crowd was all over the 
Temple steps. Nobody could get in or out. 

Peter was still talking when a rough voice suddenly called 
out, ‘AIl right, enough of this. Take both of them.’ 

It was the Temple police. Peter and John were arrested. 
They spent the night in prison. 

Next day they were taken to court. Peter could hardly 
believe his eyes. The High Priest himself was the chief judge 
and every important person in Jerusalem seemed to be there. 
Suddenly he realized he wasn’t afraid any more. What à 
change! He remembered when he had been scared of a servant 
girl. 

Annas, the High Priest, spoke. ‘You’ve healed à cripple,’ he 
said. ‘Where did you get the power from?’ 

Peter did not hesitate. ‘From Jesus of Nazareth,” he replied. 
‘The man you put to death. He is alive again. He made this 
man well. Jesus is the Messiah, the Christ.’ 

Annas was taken by surprise. Usually people were fright- 
ened of him. He signalled to the other judges. They got 
together in a group. 

‘What shall we do with them?’ he asked. ‘The cripple is 
walking. He is here and everybody knows him. He has been 
sitting by that gate for years and years.” 

‘Let them go, but give them a warning,’ said his advisers. 

Annas went back to his seat. He spoke to Peter and John. 
‘We are going to let you go,’ he said. ‘But this must not 
happen again. Do you understand? We cannot have all this 
talk about this Jesus coming back to life.’ 

‘We can't helpit,’ replied Peter. ‘That is what happened. We 
know. We met him and we know he is with us now.” 

‘Enough,’ shouted Annas. ‘Il am warning you. Stop it!” He 
got up and stormed out of the court. He was very angry. 

The people in the court were all cheering. The cripple was 
there as well. 
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Peter and John pushed their way through the crowd and 
made their way back to the house. Al] the other disciples were 
there. They celebrated and prayed to God. ‘Make us strong, 
Lord Jesus,’ they said. Once again they felt power go through 
them just as it had on the Day of Pentecost. 

Peter knew he was going to preach again. He had never felt 
like this before. Nothing could stop them now. 


40 
We Can't Fight God 


Acts 5: 12-42 


Peter was in prison again. This time the other disciples were 
with him. It was the middle of the night and pitch dark. The 
prison floor was hard. Peter could not sleep. Something told 
him to get up. Slowly he got to his feet. Thoughts were racing 
through his head. 

What would happen tomorrow? he wondered. Would it 
always be like this? It didn’t matter now. He wasn'’t afraid to 
die if they wanted to kill him. Things had changed. 

He moved over towards the door and leaned against it. 
Then he jumped back. The door had moved. It was not 
locked. Very quietly and carefully he pulled the door open. 
There was no one there. The prison was quiet. 

Without making a noise Peter shook the others. Together 
they tiptoed out of the prison and into the street. It would 
soon be daybreak. 

Peter made his way towards the Temple. He was not going 
to run away. Às soon as the sun rose, there he was in the 
Temple courtyard preaching about Jesus to the first people 
awake. 

Annas had called the High Court, the Council of Seventy 
together. ‘Bring those prisoners out of the jail,” he ordered the 
Temple police. 

À few minutes later the officer was back. He looked very 
frightened. ‘They’re not there,’ he stammered. 
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‘What!’ shouted Annas. 

‘The prison was all locked up. The sentries are on guard 
outside but the prison is empty,’ explained the officer. 

Annas was furious. He started to scream at the officer. 
‘They’ve escaped. Go and find them. Search the country. I 
want them found.” 

Suddenly he was interrupted. À Pharisee in the court said 
quietly, ‘Please, I think they are outside.” 

Annas stopped what he was saying. ‘Outside,’ he echoed. 
‘What do you mean? 

‘They are in the Temple court where they always are. They 
have been preaching there since early this morning.” 

The Pharisees smiled. They did not like the priests very 
much. Pharisees and Saducees were not friendly to one 
another. 

‘Bring them here,’ screamed Annas. 

The officer rushed outside. Annas sat down. How could he 
stop these people? 

The police brought Peter and the others into the court- 
room. 

Annas spoke. ‘I thought we had told you to stop this 
preaching,’ he said. ‘We warned you but you have gone on. 
Half of the city is talking about nothing else. They are begin- 
ning to blame us for the death of Jesus. What are you trying to 
do? You are nothing but a load of trouble-makers trying to get 
the people to turn against their rulers.” 

Peter answered back. It was the same message. ‘You killed 
Jesus,” he said. ‘God brought him back to life again and now he 
is giving his Spirit to those who believe that Jesus is our proper 
Messiah and Saviour.” 

‘That's enough,’ shouted Annas. ‘You don't show any signs 
of being sorry for what is happening.’ Annas turned to the 
other priests. ‘We shall have to sentence these men to death,’ 
he muttered. ‘It is the only way.’ 

They all nodded. 

“Wait a minute.” | 

Annas turned round. It was the voice of Gamaliel. Gamaliel 
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was à Pharisee. He was very well known and almost every- 


body liked him. 

‘Will you clear the court,’ asked Gamaliel, ‘so that we can 
talk?’ 

Annas agreed and the prisoners were taken outside. 

Gamaliel talked for a long time. ‘Let’s not do anything 
stupid,” he said. ‘We have seen people getting all excited 
before. Then nothing has happened. It has all died down 
again. These men have done some good. They have healed 
people. They are always in the Temple. What if they are right? 
If we kill them we might just make things worse. If what they 
say is wrong, their new Church will just die out. But if they 
are right, nothing we can do will stop them. We should be 
fighting God himself.’ 

Annas did not like it but he had to admit that Gamaliel was 
wise. He could not kill Peter and the others now. 

‘Take them away and beat them with whips,”’ he ordered the 
police. ‘That at least will teach them a lesson. Then let them 
go.” He knew that tomorrow they would be back preaching 
outside the Temple. 

And they were. 
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41 
Stone Him until He’s Dead 


Acts 6: 1-8: 1 


Stephen was the first to be killed. 

The Church had got too big for the disciples to look after on 
their own. They called all the Christians together for a meet- 
ing. 

ve need more leaders,” said Peter. ‘We can't do everything 
by ourselves. Our job is to be apostles — preachers who knew 
Jesus. We have to make new Christians. There must be other 
leaders to look after those who are already Christians.” 

They chose seven men. Stephen was one of them. They 
were called deacons or helpers. 

Stephen worked very hard. All day long he worked as a 
deacon. He visited the sick and did all he could to help the 
poor. He tried to be a good Christian and a good Jew at the 
same time. 

Every sabbath Stephen went to the synagogue. After the 
service he always started arguing with the elders. He wanted 
them all to become Christians as well. The elders did not like 
it, because Stephen kept winning the arguments. Other mem- 
bers of the synagogue started to join in. 

‘He is leading people astray,’ said one of the elders one 
day. ‘He is attacking our religion. People don't respect us 
any more. We must report him to the High Priest and the 
Council.” 

The others agreed. They would teach Stephen a lesson. 

Stephen was arrested. He was put on trial just like Peter and 
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John had been. Witnesses were called in. They said, ‘Yes, we 
have heard him say that Jesus will destroy the Temple and that 
Christians will change our customs.’ 

Stephen was given a chance to defend himself Instead he 
gave a long speech. He tried to tell the High Priest how all the 
stories in the Old Testament pointed towards Jesus. Then he 
said, ‘Look at all the bad things our ancestors did. When good 
prophets came they hurt them because they thought they 
were bad men. Now we know the prophets were telling the 
truth.” Stephen pointed straight at the High Priest and said, 
‘And you are doing just the same. You can’t tell the difference 
between a good man and a bad one. Jesus of Nazareth was the 
best man there ever was and you had him put to death.” 

The court went very quiet. The High Priest was à very 
powerful man. But suddenly Stephen stopped talking. Into 
his eyes came a far-away look. He wasn’t looking at the judges 
any more. He turned his head upwards. ‘Look,’ he said, in a 
strange voice. ‘Look, I can see right into heaven and there he 
is. There’s Jesus sitting next to God himself.’ 

‘Stop! Stop!” screamed the priests. They held their hands 
over their ears. They could not listen to any more. They 
jumped up and rushed at Stephen. ‘Kill him,’ they shouted. 
‘Stone him! Stone him until he’s dead.” 

They grabbed hold of Stephen and dragged him outside 
into the yard. Then they took off their coats and started 
throwing stones at him. 

Stephen knelt in the middle of the courtyard and prayed 
aloud. ‘Lord Jesus,’ they heard him say, ‘receive my spirit. 
And do not blame them for what they are doing.” 

The stones went on hitting Stephen. He fell over and lay on 
the ground. The stoning went on until he was dead. 

At the side of the courtyard, watching, was another young 
man. He was looking after the coats of the men throwing 
stones. His name was Saul. He was glad Stephen was being 
killed. He hated Christians and wanted to see an end to them 
all. 
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42 


Magic and Mission 


Acts 8: 5-39 


All the apostles were in danger now. Some of them left 
Jerusalem and went off in different directions. 

One of them, Philip, went north to the old city of Samaria. 
There he started telling people about Jesus and all that he had 
done. À lot of them believed what he was saying and became 
Christians. Then, just like Peter, Philip found that he could 
cure some people. News spread and there was a lot of excite- 
ment. 

Back in Jerusalem Peter and John heard what was happen- 
ing in Samaria. They decided to go and have a look for 
themselves, to see if they could help. 

One of the best-known people in Samaria was a man called 
Simon. He was better known in the city as the Great Magi- 
cian. He was supposed to be able to do lots of tricks. For years 
he had been famous. 

AI that changed. What Philip was doing seemed even 
better. Simon did not like being ignored, and he had to admit 
that Philip was doing good things. Simon got himself bap- 
tized and became a Christian like lots of others. He watched as 
Peter, John and Philip put their hands on people’s heads to 
pass on the spirit and power of Jesus. He thought it was a new 
magic trick, one he didn't know. 

Simon went home and collected à bag of gold pieces. Then 
he went back to find Peter. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘show me that trick 
— the one where you put your hands on people and they get 
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this new power. I know it will cost me a lot but take this.” He 
held out the bag of money. 

Peter.had never been more angry. ‘Your money will take 
you to hell,” he said sharply. ‘Do you really think you can buy 
God’s gift with gold pieces? You haven’t even begun to 
understand what it is all about. You haven’t changed one little 
5 Le be a Christian you have to change the way you live and 
think.” 

Simon could see how angry he was. He wanted to be like 
these apostles but he had à lot to learn. ‘Pray for me,’ he said, 
‘so that [| won’t go towards hell.” 


Philip left Samaria. He turned south, went back right past 
Jerusalem and on towards Egypt. He was near the desert road 
which goes from Jerusalem to Gaza when something told him 
to run over to the road itself. 

Coming towards him in a great cloud of dust was a carriage 
pulled by horses. Philip ran out on to the road and the driver 
pulled up. The carriage was like a large open chariot. Sitting in 
the back was an African, very richly dressed. Seeing Philip he 
invited him to ride in the carriage with him. 

The African was à tall, dignified, dark-skinned man. He 
looked very important. He was reading a book. Philip could 
see that it was the Book of Isaiah. 

‘Does it make any sense to you?’ asked Philip. 

‘Not really,’ said the African. ‘I need someone to explain it 
to me.” 

The words he was reading were all about a suffering servant 
of God. 

‘Whom is he talking about?’ asked the African. ‘That’s what 
[ want to know. Who is this suffering servant? He doesn't say 
what his name is.” 

That gave Philip a chance. He explained how for hundreds 
of years the Jews had waited for a Messiah, a Saviour. Then he 
went on to tell the man how Jesus had been just like this 
suffering servant that the words were all about. 
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All this time they had been travelling along, and now Philip 
was telling the African how people who became Christians 
had to be baptized. 

‘Look,’ said the African suddenly, ‘there is some water over 
there. What is to stop me becoming a Christian here and 
now?’ He told his driver to stop. 

They walked into the water and Philip baptized the African. 
Philip did not think about it at the time but this African was 
probably the first person to become a Christian who was not a 
Jew to start with. 

Philip and the African said goodbye. The African continued 
on his journey. He was going home to Ethiopia, where he was 
treasurer to the Queen. When he got back he would tell the 


Queen about the religion of Jesus. Then he would start a 
Church there. 
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The Road to Damascus 


Acts 9: 1-18; 22: 1-21 


The Christians were spreading everywhere. Now news came 
that they were in Damascus. Saul went to sec the High Priest. 

‘Give me 2 letter,’ said Saul, ‘so that people will know that I 
am doing it for you. Then I shall go to Damascus with some 
men, arrest all the Christians there and bring them back for 
trial in Jerusalem.” 

‘Well done!’ said the High Priest. ‘We could do with more 
young men like you around, We must wipe out these 
Christians.’ 

Ît was à long way to Damascus. Day after day Saul and his 
men walked on and on through the desert heat. At last the 
white walls of Damascus came into sight on the distant hori- 
zon. Not long now, thought Saul. 

Suddenly the light changed. It became brighter, like the 
glare of à powerful torch. Saul glanced upwards. As he did so 
he screamed and fell to the ground, holding his eyes. As the 
others rushed to help him they heard him shout ‘Who are you? 
Who are you, Lord? 

They pulled Saul to his fect, He was shaking all over. Worse 
still, he was blind. He could not see à thing. His friends had to 
take hold of his hands and lead him into the city. For three 
days and nights he was 50 ill he could not eat or drink. 

On the other side of the city lived a man called Ananias. He 
was à Christian, once of those Saul was coming to arrest. 
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Without any warning Ananias had a vivid dream. He heard his 
name being called. 

‘Ananias, Ananas!” 

Ananias sat up. ‘Yes, Lord. What is it? 

‘Get up and go down to Straight Street. Knock on the door 
of a house belonging to a man called Judas. Then ask to see 
Saul of Tarsus. He will be expecting you.” 

‘Saul of Tarsus!’ gasped Ananias. ‘IT can't go to see him. He 
has come here to get me killed.” 

‘Do as I say,’ said the voice. ‘Saul is going to be one of my 
messengers.” 

Ananias got up and went out into the street. He was still 
frightened. He made his way across the city. In Straight Street 
he found the house. It was just as he had been told. Saul was 
there. He was still blind. 

‘What happened?’ asked Ananias. 

‘There was a blinding light,’ Saul began. ‘It seemed to 
knock me over. As I lay on the ground I heard a voice. It kept 
saying, ‘‘Saul, Saul, Why do you keep on persecuting me?” I 
kept asking, “Who are you? Who are you?” In the end the 
voice said, “I am Jesus of Nazareth, the one you keep trying to 
destroy.””” 

‘Is this true?’ Ananias asked the other people in the room. 

They nodded. ‘We did not hear the voice,’ they said, ‘but we 
saw the light and we heard Saul shouting out just as he has 
said.” 

Ananas put out his hands and touched Saul’s eyes with his 
fingers. ‘Brother Saul,’ he said, ‘the Lord Jesus has sent me to 
help you to see properly again. You have felt his spirit upon 
you. Now you are to be one of his followers.’ 

Light came back into Saul’s eyes. He could see again. He got 
up and left the house with Ananias. 

Saul’s men left Damascus and hurried back down the road 
to Jerusalem. The High Priest would have to be told what had 
happened. He would be mad with rage. Saul had become a 
Christian. 
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44 
Escape by Night 


109 222) 


There was a knock at the door, a gentle tapping noise. Ananias 
moved quickly across the room. He opened the door. A 
young man slipped into the house from the dark street. He had 
been running. He was out of breath. 

‘Well?’ asked Ananias. 

‘It's no good,’ gasped the young man, ‘still there. [’ve been 
to every gate. Always the same. Two or three of them just 
standing around.” He saw the look on Ananias’ face. ‘Don't 
worry. I wasn’t followed.’ 

Ananias was worried. ‘We’ve got to get him out somehow,” 
he muttered. He looked round the room. À small oil lamp 
flickered from its shelf in the wall. Its weak light showed up 
the faces of the small group of men seated round the table. 
Most of them looked worried too. Only one seemed calm. He 
smiled at Ananias. It was Saul. 

How he had changed! He had come to Damascus to arrest 
Christians. Now he was one himself. He had even changed his 
name. ‘Don’t call me Saul,’ he had said on the day he was 
baptized. From now on call me Paul.” 

Paul had come to Damascus to hunt down the Christians. 
Now other men had come to the city to hunt down Paul. His 
enemies were everywhere. Day and night they watched the 
gates. There was no escape. 

Ananias sat down with the others. What could they do? 
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There was silence in the room. It was Paul who broke it. He 
said just one word: ‘Rahab”. 

The others looked up. Paul was smiling. ‘Rahab,’ he said 
again, louder this time. He saw the others looking at him. 
They looked puzzled. 

‘Remember Rahab,’ he explained. ‘She was hiding two of 
Joshua’s spies in the city of Jericho. They couldn't escape 
because the gates were being watched.” 

‘Of course,’ said Ananias as he jumped to his feet. ‘Tomor- 
row Î can arrange it. One of our members lives in a house by 
the city wall. Let’s pray we are not found before then.’ 


It was another dark night. There was no moon. The small 
group of men crept silently up the staircase on the outside of a 
small house. Ananias came last. He carried a large basket, the 
sort vegetables were kept in. It would have been better to go 
through the window but it was too small. Up here on the roof 
they might be seen. And the rope might be too short. That 
was why he had brought the basket. It would be terrible if 
Paul fell off the end of the rope and broke a leg. 

The flat roof was part of the top of the city wall. Ananias 
walked to the edge. He looked down. The side of the wall 
went down into darkness. He could not see the ground below. 
He looked right and left. Nothing moved. It was time to go. 

Ananias pushed the rope through the top of the basket and 
tüied it tight. ‘Climb in,’ he whispered to Paul. 

Paul was only a little man but he filled the basket. ‘This 
started with my thinking about Rahab,’ he said. ‘Now I feel 
hke Moses in the bulrushes.” 

Hands reached out and touched Paul for the last time. Then 
they lifted the basket, took the strain on the rope, and gently 
lowered the basket over the wall. 

In the silence of the night the scraping sound of the basket 
on the wall seemed loud enough to waken the whole city. 
There was no other sound. Slowly the men let out the rope. 
Down and down went the basket. They were coming to the 
end of the rope. 
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Suddenly the rope went slack. The basket had touched the 
ground. For a few seconds they waited. Then there was a short 
tug on the rope. Quickly they pulled up the basket. 

Paul had gone. By dawn he would be far away. His enemies 
at the gates would have à long wait. He was free — free to 
wander about the world and to tell the good news about Jesus 
to anyone who would listen. 
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À Dangerous New Idea 


Acts 10: 1-48 


Peter climbed up the staircase to the flat roof of the house. It 
was quiet there. Joppa was a busy port. From the top of his 
friend’s house Peter could look down on the busy harbour. 

It was midday. Peter was getting hungry. Soon there would 
be a meal. The women were getting it ready. He sat down and 
thought. What was going to happen? Would all the Jews 
become Christians? Or would the High Priest have them 
killed if they tried? 

Peter looked out towards the sea. He had never been outside 
Palestine. Somewhere out there was Rome, the centre of the 
Empire. Could the Romans ever become Christians? He had 
never thought of that before. 

The sun was hot. Peter was hungry. How much longer 
would he have to wait? He felt quite weak and drowsy. His 
head nodded. He was almost asleep. 

It came down out of the sky — a huge sheet like à giant 
table-cloth. At first Peter could not see what was on it. It 
looked like food. A voice called out, ‘Peter, come and eat.” At 
last! 

And then he could see. It was a terrible shock. The cloth was 
full of all the things that à Jew could never eat — pork and 
rabbit and certain other meats. Peter felt sick. He shuddered. 
‘Never,’ he said. ‘Not in a million years. FI] die first. It’s 
against my religion.” 

Three times the cloth came down. Three times the voice 
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told Peter to eat. And the last time the voice added, ‘How can 
you call something unclean when God has cleaned it?’ It was a 
real nightmare. 

Suddenly Peter was wide awake. He was sweating all over. 
What had woken him? There was a lot of movement down- 
stairs. 

‘Peter, Peter. Where are you?’ 

‘Up here,’ he replied, fully awake by now. 

‘Some visitors to see you.” 

Peter came downstairs. He was surprised when he saw the 
visitors. They were not Jews; they were Romans, sent by 
Cornelius who was Captain ofthe famous regiment stationed 
up the coast at Caesarea. 

‘Can you come to Caesarea?” said one of the soldiers. ‘Our 
master wishes to see you straight away.” 

It was a day’s journey to Caesarea. ‘We will go tomorrow,’ 
said Peter. 

Next morning they set off. When they got to Caesarea 
Captain Cornelius came out of his large house. To Peter’s 
amazement he knelt down in front of him. 

‘Please stand up,’ said Peter. ‘Tm only a human being, you 
know.” 

Cornelius got to his feet. ‘Come inside,’ he said, moving 
towards the house. 

Peter hesitated. How could he? All his life, from the timehe 
was a small boy, he had been told that Jews did not mix with 
people from other races. He could not enter a Roman’s house. 
Or could he? Was that what his dream was all about? Hadn'’t 
he just said he was only a human being? Did being a Christian 
make a difference? 

All these thoughts went through Peter’s mind in à flash. 
Suddenly he knew what he must do. ‘All right,” he said and he 
followed Cornelius into the house. His friends who had 
travelled with him looked at one another in amazement. Then 
they followed him in. 

Inside, Cornelius had got lots of his friends together. ‘I 
asked you to come,’ said Cornelius, ‘because we wanted 
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someone to tell us all about this Jesus of Nazareth we keep 
hearing about.” 

Peter began to talk. The Romans listened. By the time Peter 
had finished, Cornelius and some of the others had decided to 
become Christians. 

Peter made the long journey home in silence. He had a lot to 
think about. This new faith meant more than he had thought. 
Jews like Peter had always believed they were a chosen race. 
Now he knew they weren’t any more. The Christian Church 
was taking its place. Anyone could become a Christian. It was 
like making a new race of people out of all the other races. 

It was an exciting new idea. It was also a very dangerous 
one. 
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46 
_ In Gaol at Midnight 


Acts 15: 1 — 16: 40 


‘We must go across the sea and tell all the world. The story of 
Jesus is for everyone, not-just for the Jews.’ 

AII round the room came nods of agreement. It must be 
true. First Peter had said it. Now Paul was saying the same 
thing. They should know. They had travelled to many places. 
The Council agreed. The meeting came to an end. 

Paul was setting off again. He never seemed to stop. This 
time he was taking Silas with him. 

Paul and Silas went across the sea. They visited many 
towns, walking from place to place. At last they came to the 
land of Greece. There another man called Luke joined them. 
AIl three went on together until they came to a city called 
Philippi. 

Philippi was a beautiful city. They made lots of friends there 
and started a church. Things were going well. There was just 
one thing that seemed to spoil it. 

Everywhere Paul and Silas went they were followed by a 
girl. She was a slave and she seemed to be mad. Some men 
owned her and they used her to make money for them. She 
was supposed to be able to tell fortunes. 

She would not leave Paul alone. Every time he went down 
the street she followed him. At the top of her voice she kept 
shouting out, ‘These men are servants of the Most High God. 
They have come here to tell us how we can be set free.” 
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One day Paul could stand it no longer. He turned round and 
faced the girl. In a loud voice he shouted, ‘In the name of Jesus 
Christ come out of her.’ He spoke as if he were talking to 
someone inside the girl. 

It worked. The girl suddenly went all quiet and peaceful. 
She wasn’t mad any more. But she could not tell fortunes any 
more either. 

Her owners were very angry. They got hold of Paul and 
Silas and dragged them into the market-place. ‘These men are 
trouble-makers,’ they shouted. ‘They are foreigners who have 
come to upset our town.” 

Paul tried to speak but the rest of the crowd started to hit 
and kick him and Silas. The magistrate came out to see what 
all the trouble was about. He listened to the girl’s owners and 
then said, ‘Flog them and put them in prison for the might.” 

Before Paul could say anything he and Silas were beaten 
with sticks and dragged to the prison. Their backs were sore 
and bleeding. They were covered in bruises. The prison was a 
filthy place. There were lots of other prisoners there. 

It became dark. There were no lights in the prison. And it 
was then that it happened. 

About midnight Paul and Silas started singing hymns. At 
first the sound they made was very soft. Then they sang 
louder and louder. The other prisoners joined in. No one had 
heard singing coming from the prison before. 

They were still singing when the earthquake came. The 
ground shook. There were screams as walls moved and 
started to crack. Then it was all over as quickly as it had 
started. But the prison doors were hanging open. 

The open doors were the first thing the gaoler noticed when 
he came rushing down. They have all escaped, he thought, I 
shall be blamed. 

He took out his sword and was about to kill himself when 
out of the darkness a voice called out ‘Stop! We are all here’. 

It was Paul. He had all the other prisoners with him. The 
gaoler could not believe his eyes. Why were these prisoners so 
different from all the other ones he had ever had? He stopped 
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to talk with Paul and Silas. Before the night was over he had 
become à Christian. 

Next morning the magistrate sent a messenger to the 
prison. ‘You can go now,’ he said to Paul. 

‘No, thank you,’ said Paul. 

‘But you're free,’ said the messenger. 

‘Free,’ exclaimed Paul. ‘Yes, I was born free — a freeman of 
the Roman Empire.” 

The messenger’s face went white. 

‘Your masters have broken the law of Rome,’ Paul went on. 
‘They have beaten a freeman in public and without a proper 
trial. Tell them I want to see them.” 

The man ran off. In a very short time he was back with the 
magistrates. They looked frightened. Paul could complain to 
the Roman Governor. Then they would really be in trouble. 

‘Why did you not tell us you were a freeman?’ asked one of 
the magistrates. 

‘You didn’t give me a chance, did you?’ replied Paul. ‘Every 
time I tried to speak, someone hit me.” 

It was true and they knew it. 

‘We have come to apologize,’ said the magistrates. ‘We are 
very sorry. But please, will you leave our city before there is 
any more trouble? 

‘We accept your apology,’ said Paul. ‘but as for leaving the 
city, we will do that when we have had time to see our friends 
again.” 
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47 
The Riot of the Silversmiths 


Ad 1921-2074 


It was Demetrius who started it. Demetrius was the leader of 
the silversmiths who worked in the town of Ephesus. The 
silversmiths did a good trade. In Ephesus was the main temple 
of a goddess called Artemis. All the tourists liked to buy little 
silver models of her. 

Then Paul and Silas arrived. When they had been in 
Ephesus a few weeks Demetrius came to realize that he was 
not selling as many models as he used to. He found out that the 
other silversmiths were complaining too. He called a meeting. 

‘Men,’ said Demetrius, ‘you know how we make our 
money. And you know why our trade has gone down. This 
man Paul is preaching a new religion. He is making everyone 
Christians. If this goes on we shall be ruined. Are we going to 
sit here and do nothing about it? 

‘No, no, no!’ shouted the silversmiths. ‘Down with the 
Christians! Throw them out! Come on, let's get them!” 

They rushed out into the street. Demetrius could not con- 
trol them any more. All through the city they marched. As 
they went along they chanted ‘Great is Artemis of the 
Ephesians, Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!” 

The crowd grew in number as they went through the 
streets. All through the city the chant could be heard, ‘Great is 
Artemis of the Ephesians’. 

The crowd started to make its way towards the stadium. 
Suddenly someone shouted, ‘There they are! Grab them! 
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Two of Paul’s followers, Gaius and Aristarchus, were chased 
through the streets and caught. They were beaten up and 
dragged into the stadium. 

The stadium filled up. The chanting became louder and 
louder. It seemed to go on for hours. 

In the house where he was staying Paul did not know what 
to do. ‘Let me go,’ he said. ‘Let me go into the stadium and 
rescue Gaius and Aristarchus.” 

He began to move towards the door but his friends pulled 
him back. ‘Sit down,’ they said, pushing him into à chair. 
‘There’s nothing you can do. If you go in there they will kill 
you. What good will that do?’ 

Paul sat down. He knew they were right. 

In the stadium the shouting went on. They didn't seem to 
do anything except keep chanting ‘Great is Artemis of the 
Ephesians’. À Jew called Alexander tried to stand up and take 
control, but it was no good. 

In the end the Town Clerk himself had to go into the 
stadium. ‘What is this all about?’ he shouted. ‘Do you wantthe 
Roman soldiers sent in here to put down a riot? 

For the first time the chanting died down. 

‘Listen to me,’ said the Town Clerk. ‘The courts are open. If 
you think anyone has done anything wrong go there and the 
judges will decide.” 

Demetrius said nothing. He knew that Paul had not broken 
the law. The riot stopped. People started to go home. 

À few days later Paul, Silas and Luke left the city as well. 
There were lots of Christians now in Ephesus. It was time to 
move on and start work somewhere else. 
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48 


Take Me to Caesar, the 
Emperor of Rome 


Acts 20: 22°— 25: 12 


‘must go back to Jerusalem,” Paul said to his friends one day. 

‘But you can't. They will kill you.” 

‘ must go back. I must show them that Jesus is for Jews as 
well. He is their Messiah if only they will believe it.” 

Paul’s friends argued and argued; but it was no good, he had 
made up his mind. They set off in fear and trembling. 

For a few days everything was all right. Nobody recog- 
nized Paul. He had been away for so long that most people had 
forgotten all about him. 

Then one day in the Temple courtyard the trouble started. 
Some Jews from Asia were visiting the Temple. One of them 
looked at Paul closely and then shouted, ‘Look, that's him. 
That's the man we were telling you about. He came to our 
synagogue saying that Jesus of Nazareth was our Messiah.” 

There was à lot of shouting and pushing. Paul was grabbed 
and pulled out of the Temple. He was punched and kicked. 
Somebody started shouting ‘Kill him, kill him’. 

It was the shouts which brought the Roman guards racing 
to the scene. With drawn swords they pushed the crowd back. 
They pulled Paul to his feet and took him away with them. 

Just as they were entering the barracks Paul spoke to the 
officer. ‘Would you let me talk to the people?’ he said. 

The crowd had gone quiet now so the officer agreed. 

Paul stood on the steps and started to:tell the people how he 
had once hated Christians. He told them how he had had a 
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vision on the road to Damascus. The crowd listened quietly. It 
was only when he started to tell them how Jesus was for the 
whole world and not just for the Jews that all the noise started 
again. ‘Kill him,’ shouted some. ‘Traitor,’ shrieked others. 
They started to throw dust up in the air. 

‘Quick, get him inside,’ ordered the officer. 

Paul was pushed up the steps and the doors of the Roman 
barracks banged shut behind him. 

‘String him up,’ said the officer. ‘Get the whips. We will 
soon get the truth out of him and find what this is all about.’ 

Soldiers seized Paul’s hands and tied them to rings in the 
wall. As the whips were being brought Paul shouted out, ‘Are 
you going to whip a freeman of Rome?’ 

‘What?’ gasped the officer. ‘Are you a freeman? How could 
you afford it? It cost me a lot of money.” 

‘I was born a freeman,’ replied Paul. ‘T have been one all my 
life.” 

‘Cut him down,’ commanded the officer. ‘We cannot do 
this to him.” 

Paul was a special prisoner. The Jews in Jerusalem swore 
that they would kill him. He had to be moved. Two hundred 
foot soldiers, two hundred spearmen and seventy horsemen 
marched Paul to the Roman town of Caesarea. The Jews were 
very angry. The Romans were far too strong for them. 

For two years Paul was a prisoner in Caesarea. The Romans 
did not know what to do with him. And then a new Governor 
came. The Jews tried again. They told Festus, the new Gover- 
nor, that Paul should be killed. 

Festus was a very fair man. He sent for Paul and had him 
brought from the prison. He even invited King Agrippa to be 
there as well. 

Paul told Festus and Agrippa all about how he had become a 
Christian and why it was important. They thought he was a 
bit mad. But they had to admit that he had not broken the law. 
Paul thought they were going to send him back to Jerusalem. 
There was one last thing he could do. 

‘I am a Jew,’ he said, ‘but I am also à freeman of Rome. I 


147 


have done nothing wrong, but if you send me back to my 
fellow Jews they will kill me. They will not give me a fair trial. 
['appeal to Caesar. Take me to Caesar, the Emperor of Rome. 
It is my right.’ 

Festus was surprised. He had been going to set Paul free. 
But Paul had claimed his right as a freeman. It had to be done. 

‘Very well,” said Festus. ‘It is your right. You have asked to 
go to Caesar in Rome. To Caesar you shall go.’ 
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49 
Shipwreck 


Acts 27: 1-44 


The wind howled over the stern of the ship. Four men strug- 
gled with all their strength to hold the steering oar. The gale 
tore through their hair and clothes. They were soaking wet 
from the spray. All the time the wind seemed to want to push 
the boat sideways. If that happened the huge waves might roll 
it over on its side. Grimly they held on. 

The movement of the ship was frightening. One minuteits 
bow rose steeply into the air as it mounted a wave. The next it 
plunged steeply downwards so that the men at the stern felt 
they were in mid-air. 

In one corner of the deck a small group of men sat huddled 
together. They were prisoners. Among them sat Paul and his 
friend Luke who had asked to travel with him. Like the saïlors 
they were soaking wet. They knew that the Roman soldiers 
who were in charge of them were just as uncomfortable. 

‘Why did they not listen to me?’ Paul asked. ‘Tsaid it was too 
late in the year to leave the port. We should have stayed there 
for the winter.” 

‘Because you are a prisoner,’ Luke replied. ‘No one takes 
any notice of prisoners. They thought you were saying it just 
to avoid going to Rome.” 

‘But I want to get to Rome,’ protested Paul. ‘T want to go 
there more than anything else.” 

‘I know that,’ said Luke, ‘but they don't” 

Paul shook his head. ‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘I know we shan’t 
drown. We shall get there safely, whatever happens.” 
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‘I doubt if they will believe that at the moment, either.” 

Sadly they watched an island disappear on the horizon. À 
few miles over there people were living in houses, safe and 
dry. If only they could turn the ship. It was impossible. AII 
they could do was let it run in front of the wind. 

The wind grew even stronger; the waves got steeper. There 
was a crash against the stern of the ship. ‘Watch the life-raft,” 
the captain shouted. The waves had begun to knock it against 
the ship. It might make a hole. Sailors leaned over the side to 
grab the rope. Waves swept over them. Slowly and with great 
strength they pulled the little boat on to the deck. 

Water had started to come in. The rough sea was forcing the 
planks apart. The sailors who had pulled the life-raft on board 
had no time to rest. 

The captain’s voice rose above the noise of the storm again. 
‘Secure the ship,’ he called. 

Sailors ran to the bow of the ship carrying ropes. They 
lowered the middle of each rope over the bow. Then, with one 
sailor holding each end, the rope was pulled back along the 
length of the ship and tied. Each rope ran right under the ship 
holding it together. 

À day and a night passed. The storm was as bad as ever. The 
ship was sinking lower and lower in the water. The sea was 
coming in faster than they could bale it out. Finally the captain 
ordered, ‘Throw the cargo overboard.’ 

The prisoners and the crew worked together. Sack after 
sack was brought on deck from down below. They were 
thrown into the sea. It was a long and tiring job. The sacks 
were soaking wet and very heavy. 

Slowly the boat lifted higher in the water. Another day and 
night passed. Still the wind raged. The boat started to settle 
again. ‘Throw away the gear’ was the captain’s last order. 

Everything went overboard, tables, seats, pulleys, ropes, 
bunks, even passengers’ luggage. There was nothing left 
except the people and the things necessary to sail the ship. 

‘We shall be next. We shall all drown,’ said à voice. 

Nobody will drown,’ came the reply. It was Paul. 
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‘What makes you so sure? 

‘God wants me in Rome. I know we shall all be safe in his 
hands.” 

On and on the ship sailed. It was now two weeks since they 
had set sail. At last in the middle ofthe night the movement of 
the ship seemed to change. The sailors looked at one another. 
One ran to the bow and lowered a line with a lead weight on it. 
He pulled it up. ‘Twenty fathoms,’ he called. À minute later he 
did the same thing again. ‘Fifteen fathoms,’ he called. 

There was panic. The ship was being driven into shore — 
fast. 

‘Stop them!” shouted Paul. 

Julius, the Roman officer in charge, looked round. The 
sailors had put the life-raft overboard. They were starting to 
leave the ship. Julius moved quickly. There was a sharp order. 
Two Roman soldiers drew their swords. They slashed at the 
rope and the life-raft drifted away into the night. No one was 
on it. 

The sailors were angry but they could do nothing other 
than wait. Four anchors were thrown out from the stern ofthe 
ship. The ship pulled them along but was slowed down by 
them. They were still floating when dawn came. 

Now they could see the land. There were sandy beaches, 
but there were also hundreds of rocks between the boat and 
the land. 

‘Cut the anchor ropes. Hoist the sail,” shouted the captain. 

The boat surged forward. They were going to run on tothe 
beach. 

Then suddenly there was a crash. The whole ship shook. 
There was a splintering sound. The ship had hit a rock. It was 
breaking up and sinking. 

‘Keep calm,’ said a voice. ‘We shall all be saved.’ It was Paul. 

But then another voice could be heard. It was that of one of 
the Roman soldiers. He stood with sword in hand. ‘Shall we 
kill the prisoners, sir, before they can escape?’ he asked. 

The few seconds before the officer replied seemed endless. 
‘No,’ he said at last, ‘we shall have to trust them. Swim, those 
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of you who can,’ he shouted. ‘The rest of you grab hold of 
planks!” 

Men jumped into the waves all around the ship, to be 
washed in towards the shore. 

On the beach Paul stood up and looked around. Men were 
staggering to their feet. They looked exhausted, but there 
were no dead bodies. Everyone was safe. He heard a shout and 
looked up. Men and women were running towards them 
from the island. Help was coming. They were safe. They had 
landed on the island of Malta. 
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A Runaway Slave 


Paul’s Letter to Philemon 


Paul was busy. At last he was in Rome. He was still a prisoner 
but because he had not run away when he had had the chance, 
he was trusted. He lived in a house. À Roman soldier was 
stationed there too. But Paul could have as many visitors as he 
hked. 

He was busy writing letters. He wanted to write to many of 
the churches which he had helped to start. Travellers from all 
over the world came to Rome. Sometimes they took the 
letters back with them. 

But who could take this letter to the church at Colossae? 
Nobody seemed to be going there. Then he remembered. Of 
course, there was ‘Useful’. 

Paul smiled as he thought aboutit. It was a funny nameeven 
for a slave. In this case it was even funnier. Useful had been 
completely useless because he had run away. He had come to 
Rome. Then he had become a Christian. That was how he had 
come to meet Paul. When Useful came to see him again Paul 
said, ‘I have a job for you. Would you do something for me? 

‘Of course,’ Useful replied. ‘You know I would do any- 
thing for you.” 

“Will you take this letter and carry it to Colossae where you 
used to live?” 

Useful’s face fell. ‘Anything else,’ he said, ‘but I can’t do 
that. Everyone in Colossae would recognize me, especially in 
the church. My old master Philemon is one of the members. I 
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am his runaway slave. He could have me beaten or put to 
death. If he didn't kill me he’d be bound to make me a slave 
again.” 

‘But you are a Christian now,’ said Paul. ‘Jesus told us to 
love one another. If you are a Christian and Philemon is a 
Christian everything is different. Christians can’t go round 
making slaves of one another and killing one another, can 
they?” 

Useful thought. When Paul put it like that it sounded good. 
But did Philemon think like that? Useful still wasn’t very 
happy with the idea of seeing him again. In fact he felt miser- 
able about it. ‘That's all very well,’ he said, ‘but there is a lot to 
learn about being a Christian. They don't all do what they 
should do.’ 

Paul could see he was very unhappy. ‘Come and see me 
again tomorrow,’ he said. 

When Useful had gone Paul sat down, took out another 
sheet of paper and started to write one more letter. It was a 
very short letter, not much more than a note. He was writing 
not to a church but just to Philemon himself. 

‘Dear Philemon,’ he wrote, ‘Your old slave Useful is carry- 
ing à message to your church for me. I know he has been 
pretty useless to you but he has been very useful to me whilel 
have been à prisoner. Î can’t force you to do so, but I should 
lhke you to treat him like a brother and not as a slave. Please 
treat him as you would treat me. And have a room ready for 
me. I might come and visit you one day if I am set free myself.’ 

Next day when Useful came back, Paul showed him the 
letter. Useful was still frightened. It was a big test, but he 
agreed to go to see Philemon in Colossae. 

He never saw Paul again. Paul died in Rome and never 
visited Philemon. But Philemon kept the little letter. It was 
very precious to him to have a letter all of his own from Paul 
himself. 

What happened to Useful? Nobody really knows. But if 
Philemon kept the letter it seems certain he did as Paul asked 
and made Useful free again. 
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The letter to Philemon still exists. It is part of the New 
Testament. Paul died. The other apostles died. But the 
Church went on living. The story of Jesus was spreading 
everywhere. It had started to change the world. 
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